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Pearls and Pitfalls of Doctor Patient 
Communication
…in breast cancer arena



Clinical Competence Training

 Components:

i- Medical knowledge

ii- Physical exam skills

iii- Problem solving skills

 Measure of  career success:

i- Clinical Outcomes

ii- Patient satisfaction

Communication 
Skills



Impact of Effective Communication
• Enhanced patient satisfaction

• Increased quality of life

• Reduced patient anxiety and improved symptom control

• Adherence with treatment recommendations

• Enhanced accrual to clinical trials

• Improved disease-related understanding

• Improved prognostic awareness

• Receipt of care consistent with the patient's stated preferences

• Decreased oncologist stress and burnout



Models and Aspects of Communication

Cultural 
Contextualization

Shared Decision-
making

Awareness of 
Implicit Bias

Patient-centered 
communication



Status of Training
• A 2003 survey of U.S. medical, radiation, and surgical oncology programs – 1/3 

offered communication skills training.

• Lack of faculty time and expertise were identified as the major barriers.

• In a survey by the American Society of Clinical Oncology, few attending oncologists 

reported receiving mentoring or specific training in communication skills.

• National survey of hematology-oncology fellows - 55% fellows reported less 

observation and feedback on a communication skill than on a bone marrow biopsy.

https://www.cancer.gov/about-cancer/coping/adjusting-to-
cancer/communication-hp-pdq





Effective Communication
…the premise

• Communication is a basic clinical skill

• It is learnable (not a personality trait)

• Experience can be a poor teacher

• Knowledge of skill does not translate directly into performance

• Methodical delineation of skill, observation, feedback and continued practice is    

key



Effective Communication
… categories of skills

• Content skills - What we do

• Process skills - How we do it 

• Perceptual skills - Reading the room



Adaptable Communication Strategies
(i) Ask -Tell - Ask



Adaptable Communication Strategies
(ii) SPIKES



Adaptable Communication Strategies
(iii) NURSE



Models and Aspects of Communication

Cultural 
Contextualization

Shared Decision-
making

Awareness of 
Implicit Bias

Patient-centered 
communication
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Failure to follow SPIKES protocol Patient emotions after encounter



Conclusions
• ‘‘Medicine is an art whose magic and creative ability have long been

recognized as residing in the interpersonal aspects of patient-physician

relationship.’’

• Meeting the patient where she is (emotionally, intellectually, and culturally)

helps build trust.

• Empathy does not meet agreement; failure to agree is okay; failure to

empathize is costly.
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