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It’s no secret that as professionals, we encounter ineffective 
communication every day. 

We experience it in our co-workers who give us the cold shoulder 
or silently stomp about the unit/department. We experience it in the 
unfortunate tirade of a manager who screams and yells at employees 
but insists she has an open door policy. 

Perhaps we even engage in ineffective communication ourselves. 

Communicating effectively is a core skill necessary for all healthcare employees to provide safe, high quality, 
compassionate care to patients. If you happen to think that developing communication skills isn’t as important 
as developing clinical skills, you’re making a big mistake.  The way everyone communicates with each other is 
just as important as the clinical care they provide.

Fortunately, effective communication skills can be learned. 

RECOGNIZE DIFFERENT COMMUNICATION STYLES
Four different communication styles exist: Aggressive; Passive; Passive-Aggressive, and Assertive. 
Each style can also be further described by their levels of honesty and consideration.

Aggressive Passive

Passive-Aggressive Assertive

People who use this style are exceedingly blunt. 
The aggressive person may even get right in your 
face, yell and scream, and openly criticize others. 
Aggressive communicators score high on the 
honesty scale but low on the considerate scale. 
When there are a lot of aggressive communicators 
in your department, the flow of information stops. 
Think about it. If you don’t feel comfortable 
communicating with co-workers because of how 
they might respond, you avoid communicating 
with them!

People who use this style are exceedingly considerate. 
For fear of conflict or stepping on toes, they are not 
always honest about their true feelings or opinions. 
People-pleasers often fall in this category. The problem 
is that passive communicators won’t speak up even 
when witnessing bad behavior or bad practice.

This communication style is neither honest nor 
considerate. Users of this style will smile to your 
face then stab you in the back when you turn 
around. Alternately, they may act bitter, chilly or 
stoic, and when directly asked why they are angry 
or upset, will say nothing is wrong yet continue to 
give you the cold shoulder.  When you work with a 
lot of co-workers who use the passive-aggressive 
style, you lose trust in them.

This style offers a healthy balance of both honesty 
and consideration. This is a direct, strong and calm 
style of communication and focuses on achieving a 
healthy compromise that respects everyone involved. 
This style, without contest, is the most effective for 
healthcare. When the majority of employees utilize the 
assertive communication style, productivity goes up, 
fewer mistakes are made, and patients ultimately 
receive better, safer care.

RESOURCE #1 Develop Assertive
Communication Skills
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PRINCIPLES OF ASSERTIVE COMMUNICATION
Employees who use the assertive communication style adhere to the following behaviors:

• Communicates concerns directly to the person he or she has an issue with, rather than talking 
indirectly about someone behind his/her back.

• Listens actively and reflectively to others.
• Offers direct eye contact.
• Has strong self-awareness and a relaxed posture.
• Communicates positively and constructively, without use of judgment and labeling. 

TURN A NEW LEAF: 
3 KEYS TO COMMUNICATE ASSERTIVELY

Think before speaking
Your most important step is to pause before you speak. This pause gives you the time to breathe, 
think and craft your response in a respectful, considerate way. Before speaking, ask yourself: 

• What are the goals? 
• What are my options? 
• How can I communicate in a way that’s honest and respectful?
• How can I preserve the relationship I have with this person?

Pay attention to body language
What your body says can be more powerful than your words:

• Be Equals - If they are sitting down, you sit down. If they are standing up, you stand up. 
Leveling the playing field supports assertive communication.

• Be open and strong – Avoid appearing defensive, with arms crossed. Balance your body. 
Notice your solar plexus and ground yourself, feet slightly apart, arms open, and palms up, 
avoiding fighting fists or stiff boxing stance. Look the person in the eye and lean in slightly 
to convey interest.

• Consider your tone – Speaking quickly, with a high pitch or in a whisper will come off weak, 
nervous and lacking self-esteem. Breathe deep and even, speak in a clear, audible tone, and 
avoid racing through your words. 

Use scripts when communicating
• I’m concerned about… 
• Help me to understand… 
• I’m not sure you’re aware… 
• I’m offended by that comment.

These are great examples of non-inflammatory opening statements, which can help diminish the 
likelihood of putting the other person on the defense, or feeling attacked.

Learning how to communicate more assertively takes time. What’s important is not perfection; it’s 
progress!
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You can change your world by changing your words.”
- Joel Osteen


