30. Communication with NHS Staff
Undergoing treatment for any illness, including cancer, involves a great deal of communication between patients
and the professionals caring for them. When this communication goes wrong it can be the source of distress and
frustration. Getting it right is the shared responsibility of professionals and patients (as well as their families and
loved ones).
At all times people should expect to be treated with dignity and respect. Patients rightly expect professionals to
behave professionally and to be caring, honest and trustworthy. Difficulties can arise when staff are poorly trained,
rushed or over-stretched and they say something unhelpful, misleading or uncaringly. On rare occasions they can
simply make mistakes. Sometimes patients are given different messages from different professionals and this can
understandably leave them feeling confused and less safe. At other times they can feel they are being asked to
make decisions concerning their treatment that they would rather professionals made for them.
However, problems sometimes occur because patients have misunderstood what they have been told, or are
simply not ready to take in all the information that may be available to them. Given the number of possible
communication difficulties, it is essential to be clear about the nature of the patient’s concerns and the appropriate
level of response.

How can I manage this problem?


If you are unsatisfied with the communication you have had, try to let the person concerned know. Politely
explain what you understand and what you don’t understand from what you have been told, and how this
leaves you feeling. Remember that if you do not mention your concerns there is a good chance that the staff
treating you will assume that all is well.



If you are worried about speaking to healthcare staff, bring someone with you so they can help support you.
It is very normal for people to do this.



It is advisable to write down any questions you have before going to your next appointment. You may have
questions such as; What happens next? What does the treatment involve and how does it work? What are
the side effects of treatment? And so on.



If a member of staff asks you to do something you find difficult, it is better tell them immediately. For
example, you could say, "I know that taking these tablets is important but I find it difficult to take them four
times a day." This gives the doctor a chance to solve the problem with you.



If you are phoning the hospital it is worth having your appointment card or letter with you, as the person you
speak to may need your hospital number and other details.



If you find communication difficult, i.e. due to language, hearing or other communication difficulties then be
sure to tell the staff concerned because there may be facilities in the hospital to help support you with these
difficulties.



You may find that the information you require is also available from another source such as the information
centre in your hospital, or alternatively one of the sources below.



It is important to understand that not all questions can be answered immediately so be prepared for the fact
that you may have to wait for an answer. However if this is the case, be sure that you know how longer you
can expect to wait, who to contact and how to contact them.



If you have any remaining problems, concerns or comments about the care or service you have received,
then you should contact the Patient Support and Complaints Team (see below), who will treat your concerns
in confidence. You can discuss with them how to make a formal complaint if you wish to pursue this option.



Consider that some problems overlap with other directory items (e.g. See Questions About my Treatment
elsewhere in the directory.)

Local Resources:
Resource
The patient advice and liason service (PALS)
- Offers support, information and assistance to patients,
relatives and visitors
- Provides information about hospital services
- Offer advice on where to go to get health information
- Help with problems that you have not been able to sort
out with staff on the ward/in clinic
- If you want to make a complaint-advise you how to do so
- Tell you about independent organisations that can help
you with a complaint
- Listen to your view on how we can improve our services
and pass this on to the appropriate people for action
SEAP (support, empower, advocate, promote)
A free and independent advocacy service that can help you
make a complaint about any aspect of your NHS care or
treatment
Mustard Tree Cancer Support &
Triangle Drop In Centres
Ask questions, share concerns, offers a range of services
including benefits advice.
Support, advice and information for cancer patients and
their carers

Contact Details
Monday-Friday 9-4pm
Tel: 0845 155 8123/01752 439884/01752 432564
Email: plh-tr.PALS@nhs.net
Post: Patient advice and liason service
Patient Services Office
Level 7
Derriford Hospital
Plymouth PL6 8DH

Tel: 0300 3435719
Email: Plymouth@seap.org.uk

Mustard Tree, Derriford Hospital:
Monday to Friday from 9am to 5pm 01752
430060/01752 431468
Kingsbridge: Tuesdays 10am to 4pm 01548
852349
Liskeard: Thursdays 10am to 4pm 01579 373500
Tavistock: Fridays 10am to 4pm 01822 615935

National Resources:
Resource
Macmillan Cancer Support
Provide comprehensive advice and information
on all aspects of cancer.

Contact Details
www.macmillan.org.uk
0808 808 0000 (Mon-Fri, 9am-8pm)

