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Introduction:

Patient assessment is an important aspect of patient care. Determining what patients
understand about their medications, how they are taking their medications,

how well their medications are working, and problems they perceive with their therapy
are key elements to ensuring positive health outcomes.

Gaining insight into patient understanding and actions assists pharmacists in planning an
appropriate strategy for increasing understanding and appropriate use of medications.
Interviewing is one of the most common methods used in patient assessment.
Although interviewing is a common occurrence in pharmacy practice, the quality of the
patient interview is an area that receives little attention by pharmacists.

This chapter focuses on ways of improving patient assessment and the interviewing
process. It addresses aspects of both informal questioning and the more formal,
structured interview.

Communication skills discussed include: questioning, listening, using silence

appropriately, and developing rapport.
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Components of an Effective Interview:

The interviewing process contains several critical components that should be mastered.
The process is somewhat analogous to learning to drive a car.
At first, you must learn specific skills, such as using the clutch, applying the brakes
properly and using the rearview mirror. Once these skills have been learned, the process
becomes automatic and rather simple —until you have an accident.
Then you must analyze what went wrong with your skills (e.g., you didn’t use the turn
signal, or you miscalculated your speed on a curve); the driving skill is then corrected or
relearned, and you continue on safely.
The same is true with effective interviewing. Certain communication and interviewing
skills need to be mastered and used or you are likely to have an incomplete or otherwise
unproductive interview.
The problems in the interviewing process can be minor (e.g., you miss one piece of
information) or major (e.g., you fail to identify an important adverse effect the patient is
experiencing to a medication).
By considering the elements of effective interviewing in this chapter, you will be able to
avoid problems and analyze what went wrong if a problem does arise.
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1. LISTENING SKILLS:

In general, people are better senders of information than receivers of information.

We have been taught how to improve our verbal and written communication skills, but not our
listening skills. Thus, we must concentrate much harder on the listening component of the
communication process.

Nothing will end an interview faster than having patients realize that you are not listening to

them. Listening skills are discussed in Chapter 4.
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2. PROBING SKILLS:
1- Another important communication skill is learning to ask questions in a way that elicits

the most accurate information.

This technique is called “probing.” Probing is the use of questions to elicit needed
information from patients or to help clarify their problems or concerns.

Asking questions seems to be a straightforward task, which it is in most situations.
However, several things should be considered before asking a question.

2- The phrasing of the question is important: Patients are often put on the defensive by
questions. For instance, “why” type questions can make people feel that they have to
justify their reason for doing a certain thing.

3- It is usually better to use “what” or “how” type of questions. For example, people
might become defensive if asked “Why do you miss doses of medication?” instead of
“What causes you to miss doses of medication?”

4- In addition, the timing of the question is important. Several questions in succession
may leave the patient with a sense of being interrogated and therefore may raise the
level of defensiveness. The patient should be allowed to finish answering the current
question before proceeding to the next one.

5- In addition, leading questions should be avoided. These questions strongly imply
an expected answer (for example, “You don’t usually forget to take the medication, do
you?” or “You take this three times a day with meals, right?”).

These questions lead patients into saying what they think you want to hear rather

than what the truth may be.
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6— To conduct an effective interview:

v

it is important to understand the differences between closed-ended and
open-ended questions: A closed-ended question can be answered with either a
‘yes” or “no” response or with a few words at most.

an open-ended question neither limits the patient’s response nor induces
defensiveness: For example, a closed—ended question would be “Has your
doctor told you how to take this medication?” The patient may only respond with a
“yes” and not provide any useful information to you.

On the other hand, an example of an open—-ended question would be “How has
your doctor told you to take this medication?” The phrasing of this question allows
patients to state exactly how they perceive that the medication should be taken.
Proper open—ended questions are harder to formulate than closed ended
questions, but they are more crucial in obtaining complete information and in
decreasing the patient’s defensiveness by conveying a willingness on your part to
listen.

With an open—-ended question you are allowing patients to present information in
their own words.

Closed—ended questions reduce the patient’s degree of openness and cause the
patient to become more passive during the interviewing process because you are

doing most of the talking.
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v Closed-ended questions also enable patients to avoid specific subjects and
emotional expression.
Closed ended questions can connote an air of interrogation and impersonality, For
this reason, closed—ended questions are referred to as “pharmacist-centered
questions.”
Open-ended questions do not require the other person to respond in your frame
of reference.
Open-ended questions permit open expression and for this reason are sometimes
referred to as “patient—-centered questions.”
Closed—-ended questions are necessary and are indeed useful; however, open—
ended questions are less likely to result in misunderstanding, and they tend to
promote rapport.
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. USE OF SILENCE SKILLS:

Another skill that you must learn in order to be an effective interviewer is the art of
using silence appropriately. During the interview, there will be times when neither
you nor the patient will speak, especially in the early moments.

You must learn to treat these pauses as necessary parts of the process and not
be uncomfortable with them.

Many times, the patient needs time to think about or react to the information you
have provided or the question you have asked.

Interrupting the silence destroys the opportunity for the patient to think about this
material.

On the other hand, the pause might be due to the fact that the patient did not
understand the question completely. In this situation, the question should be
restated or rephrased.

At the same time, too much silence when a patient is expressing feelings such as
fear or depression may be interpreted by the patient as rejection, In this case, the
patient may be seeking an indication that you understand the concerns expressed.
Responding with empathy is a necessary component of any communication you

have with a patient.
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e In any event, you should avoid the temptation to fill empty spaces in the interview
with unnecessary talk.
In fact, some studies have found that the more the “talk ratio” is in favor of the
person being interviewed (i.e., the patient does more of the talking), the more
likely that the interview will be successful. Thus, the patient should be able to relax

and be allowed time to think during the necessary pauses in the interview process.
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4. ESTABLISHING RAPPORT SKILLS:

Successful interviews are marked by a high degree of rapport between the two parties.
Rapport is built mainly on mutual consideration and respect.
A pharmacist can build a successful rapport with a patient by using:

good eye contact.

by using a sincere, friendly greeting.

by being courteous during the discussion.

and by not stereotyping or prejudging the patient.
Each patient must be seen as a unique individual, patients’ perceptions of you, as a
pharmacist, will influence their relationship with you. Thus, it is critical that you initiate the

interaction in a friendly, professional manner.
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