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Introduction: The Power of Language in 
Healthcare

Effective communication is a 
crucial component of successful 
healthcare. 

The words and phrases 
clinicians choose can 
significantly influence patient 
engagement, adherence to 
treatment plans, and overall 
satisfaction with care. 

This guide provides language 
strategies that will help you 
improve patient interactions, 
reduce resistance, and foster a 
collaborative atmosphere, 
ultimately leading to better 
outcomes for your patients.

Categories of Language Strategies
To make these strategies easier to apply, they are organised based on their purpose: 

Reducing Resistance

Eliciting Information 

Providing Education.



Reducing Resistance

1. "And..." versus 
"But..."

Explanation: Replace "but" 
with "and" to build on the 
patient's thoughts rather 
than contradicting them. 

Using "and" helps maintain a 
positive tone and reduces 
defensiveness.

Example: "I understand 
you're frustrated, and it's 
important to keep doing 
these exercises to see 
improvement."

Psychological Impact: 
Using "and" allows both 
parts of the statement to 
coexist, making patients 
more likely to accept your 
suggestion.

Reflective Prompt: "How 
can I use 'and' instead of 
'but' to help reduce 
resistance in my next 
consultation?"

2. "I'm not sure if this 
is for you, but..."

Explanation: This phrase 
encourages curiosity 
without feeling coercive. 

It reduces resistance by 
giving the patient autonomy 
to consider your suggestion.

Example: "I'm not sure if this 
exercise is for you, but it has 
helped many others with 
similar issues."

Psychological Impact: This 
language respects the 
patient's autonomy, inviting 
them to explore an idea 
rather than pushing it on 
them.

3. "How open-minded 
are you about...?"

Explanation: This phrase 
invites the patient to explore 
a new idea without feeling 
pressured. 

It appeals to their sense of 
being open and reasonable.

Example: "How open-
minded are you about trying 
a different stretching 
routine?"

Psychological Impact: This 
encourages patients to 
think positively about 
change and reduces 
immediate pushback.



Eliciting Information

4. "What do you know about...?"

Explanation: Asking what the patient already 
knows helps you understand their baseline 
knowledge, allowing you to tailor your 
information effectively.

Example: "What do you know about the 
benefits of regular stretching for lower back 
pain?"

Reflective Prompt: "Which questions could I 
use to better understand what my patient 
already knows?"

Psychological Impact: This validates the 
patient's existing knowledge and helps them 
feel included in the conversation.

5. "What information would you like 
me to provide?"

Explanation: This question empowers the 
patient to guide the conversation, ensuring you 
address their specific needs and concerns.

Example: "What information would you like me 
to provide about your treatment options?"

Psychological Impact: This helps the patient 
feel in control of their care and ensures their 
concerns are addressed.

Providing Education

6. "When might be a good time to 
discuss...?"

Explanation: Instead of forcing an educational 
moment, ask the patient when they would like 
to discuss important information.

Example: "When might be a good time to 
discuss how you could prevent future injuries?"

Psychological Impact: This respects the 
patient's schedule and comfort level, making 
them more open to receiving information.

7. "Because..."

Explanation: Providing a reason, even a simple 
one, increases compliance and helps patients 
understand the importance of your 
recommendation.

Example: "Because these exercises will help 
strengthen your muscles and reduce pain, it will 
really help if you continue them."

Psychological Impact: The word "because" 
gives the patient a reason to take action, 
making them more likely to comply.



Role-Play Scenarios to Practice
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Scenario 1: Addressing 
Resistance to Exercise

Patient: "I don't think I can find 
time for these exercises."

Clinician: "I understand that 
finding time is difficult, and 
these exercises will help you feel 
better and stay active. How 
open-minded are you about 
trying just 5 minutes to start 
with?"
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Scenario 2: Understanding 
Patient Knowledge

Patient: "I've heard stretching 
doesn't really help."

Clinician: "What do you know 
about how stretching could 
benefit your condition? I'd love 
to fill in any gaps."
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Scenario 3: Providing 
Education on a New 
Technique

Patient: "I'm not sure about trying 
something new."

Clinician: "I'm not sure if this is for 
you, but many of my patients 
have found this technique 
helpful in reducing pain. When 
would be a good time to discuss 
it further?"

Reflective Prompts for Clinicians
Which language strategies could I use more effectively to reduce resistance in my patients?

How can I ensure my language choices empower my patients and make them feel in control of 
their treatment journey?

What strategies can I implement to better understand my patient's baseline knowledge and 
tailor my communication accordingly?



Quick Reference Guide: Language 
Strategies

Replace "But" with "And": Maintain a positive 
and constructive tone.

1.

"I'm not sure if this is for you, but...": Invite 
curiosity without pressure.

2.

"How open-minded are you about...?": 
Encourage exploration of new ideas.

3.

"What do you know about...?": Gauge 
baseline knowledge and build on it.

4.

"What information would you like me to 
provide?": Empower the patient to guide the 
conversation.

5.

"When might be a good time to discuss...?": 
Respect patient's timing and comfort.

6.

Use "Because...": Provide reasons to enhance 
compliance.

7.

Adapting Strategies to Different 
Patient Personalities

Anxious Patients: Use gentle, open-ended 
questions like "How can I make this process 
more comfortable for you?" to reduce anxiety 
and foster trust.

Skeptical Patients: Use phrases like "How 
open-minded are you about..." to reduce 
defensiveness and invite exploration without 
direct confrontation.

Highly Informed Patients: Start with "What do 
you know about..." to validate their knowledge 
and ensure they feel respected before adding 
further details.



Key Benefits of These Language 
Strategies

Increased 
Patient 
Engagement

Encouraging 
participation and 
collaboration 
makes patients 
more invested in 
their treatment 
plans.

Reduced 
Resistance

Constructive 
language like 
replacing "but" with 
"and" helps reduce 
defensiveness and 
foster open 
discussions.

Empowered 
Patients

Using open-ended 
questions and 
offering choices 
gives patients 
control, making 
them more likely to 
adhere to 
treatment plans.

Tailored 
Education

Asking what the 
patient already 
knows allows for 
targeted 
education, 
ensuring that 
information is 
relevant and well-
received.

Remember: The words you choose matter. Using effective language strategies can build trust, 
enhance understanding, and motivate patients, leading to better adherence and health outcomes.

Feel free to share this resource to help more clinicians master language strategies for more effective 
conversations.
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