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Nonverbal Communication and Physicians:

 Eye Contact and Body Positioning

Doctors are very powerful people.  Properly used, their powers can lift the burden of sickness, relieve suffering, and do enormous good.  Used wrongly, their power can do great harm. Since doctors have been considered powerful during periods in history when we know that medicine’s knowledge of the body and disease was largely nonsense and its therapies virtually useless, their power must reside not only in their technology but also in themselves as well.  Despite this obvious fact, doctors are never taught about their power. (Cassell, 1985, p. 1)

     As patient centered communication becomes the mantra of this generation, new demands will be placed on the medical establishment.  The winds of change are blowing through medical schools and demands are being made to improve medical communication.  With these demands, comes an emphasis on the physicians’ role as communicator.  One little researched aspect of this role is nonverbal communication. This paper will review the literature concerning the role of physician as communicator and specifically look at literature related to eye contact, forward learn, and body posturing and how it affects patients.       



 

 Making eye contact directly communicates more positive feelings (Mehrabian, 1968). Because of this, physicians should limit their writing during the interview and instead look at the patient who is speaking (Aldrich, 1993). Speakers perceive those who use more eye contact as more sincere, more persuasive, more interested, and more effective communicators  (Richmond & McCroskey, 1995). Eye contact not only communicates positive feelings, but it also effects a patients’ compliance to a physician’s request. Guegyen and Jacob (2002) found that the use of direct eye contact versus evasive glance is linked with compliance to a request.



    

 Making eye contact directly communicates more positive feelings (Mehrabian, 1968). Because of this, physicians should limit their writing during the interview and instead look at the patient who is speaking (Aldrich, 1993). Speakers perceive those who use more eye contact as more sincere, more persuasive, more interested, and more effective communicators  (Richmond & McCroskey, 1995). Eye contact is important because it not only communicates positive feelings, but it also effects a patients’ compliance to a physician’s request. Guegyen and Joacob (2002) found that the use of direct eye contact versus evasive glance is linked with compliance to a request.


In addition, a slight lean towards the patient enhances doctor-patient rapport (Harrigan & Rosenthall 1986; Sharpley & Sagris, 1995).  



Aldrich (1993) warns physicians to watch facial expressions because patients watch them. “Your brow may be furrowed because you can’t think of the next question to ask, but the patient may interpret it to mean that you have concluded that he or she has a serious condition” (p. 47).


“Although most people are not sure what holism is, they are quite clear what it rejects: the treatment of patients by physicians as though there were merely objects, diseases, or malfunctioning body parts” (Cassell, 1985, p. 3).


In the medical setting, physicians view nonverbals as the absence of words. Pendleton (1993) relates the attitudes towards nonverbals: 

Strictly speaking, information gained about a patient’s physical condition from a physical examination is both informative and behavior and in this sense could be considered non-verbal communication but more usually this view is not taken and non-verbal communication is seen to involve the transmission of messages between participants without words. (p. 21)
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The Opening Paragraph





Always start your paper with an interesting statement to draw in the reader. Here a quote is used but other methods may be used. 





Why is this topic worth discussing?





Clearly state your thesis.  Highlight all the main points that will be covered





The Body Of The Paper--Content








Notice how some of the research is general eye contact information and then it moves to more specific  info. about physicians





Begin each paragraph with a sentence that summarizes the content of the paragraph.





NEVER


Use “You” in a formal paper





Notice how all statements are in the active case. 


Using words such as communicates, perceive, and found rather than weaker words such as am, is, was, were, are, be, etc. or words like have found, did communicate etc. 





In Text Citations





Authors may be listed in the sentence as part of the sentence with the date following





The author and the date may be listed at the end of the sentence. If there are two authors, use the & sign between 





Note period on the outside








Multiple authors had the same conclusion so they are listed together. 


Separate with a semicolon and put alphabetize





If a quotation is used, the author, date and page number must be given. 





Using Quotes





Long quotes that are 4 lines or 40 words should be indented. 





For these sections


Do not use the “” marks,


Double-space the quote


Place the period at the end of the sentence. 








