
Student notes – Introduction to human communication 
Excellent  human communication skills are an essential part of working in veterinary practice. Although the 
animal patients are clearly the focus, it is their owners that bring them to you for care and it is vital that all 
staff be able to elicit important information and give advice in appropriate ways. Communication is also a 
central component in client satisfaction, a topic covered in the workshop in Week 5. 
 
You will study communication in much greater depth next semester, focussing on common situations within a 
veterinary clinic, for example interacting with and supporting grieving owners. This introductory workshop will 
cover the very basic features of communication. You will have the chance to practise these skills in the 
workshop.   
 
Reading: 
 Handbook of Veterinary Communication Skills chapter 1 (available on Moodle) 
BSAVA Textbook of Veterinary Nursing chapter 9, pages 207-208 
  

 Elements of communication 

 
The 3 major elements of communication are: 

1. The sender 
2. The message 
3. The receiver 

 

 
 
Communication is commonly thought of as the words spoken by the sender and heard by the receiver but that’s 
far from the whole story. Over 90% of the meaning of a message is communicated non-verbally, through body 
language, facial expression and tone of voice. 
 
 
At the same time as the sender is communicating, the receiver also transmits a non-verbal message which can 
change the way the sender communicates. We’ve all had the experience of seeing the person we are talking to 
looking confused causing us to reword our message or  not completing a message because we get the (non-
visual) response that the other person thinks we are crazy. Because of the significance of feedback 
communication can be thought of as a cycle rather than a linear process. 
 
Read the section ‘Models of Communication’ on pages 4-7 of the Handbook of Veterinary Communication Skills. 



Interpersonal communication 
 

Verbal and non-verbal communication 
 
Both of these are vital aspects to successfully conveying a message. 
 

Non-verbal communication 

 
You are presenting  Mrs PN with a quote for her cat Tiddles to have a dental. After seeming 
keen and interested while you were describing the procedure and potential benefits to Tiddles, 
she stops engaging your eye contact and starts shuffling her feet when you get to talking about 
the cost, although she doesn’t make any comment. What does her changed behaviour mean?  
 

 

 
 
Non-verbal communication can either support or contradict a verbal message and can also be a substitute for 
speech. There are several different aspects to non-verbal communication. Read the section ‘Non-verbal 
communication’ on pages 7-13 of the Handbook of Veterinary Communication Skills. 

 
Mrs PN’s non-verbal communication is suggesting that she is now uncomfortable with the 
conversation, presumably with the potential cost of the procedure given the timing of the 
change of behaviour. 
 
 

Read this example of how one vet used her understanding of non-verbal communication to change a client’s 
opinion of the clinic http://veterinarycommunity.dvm360.com/_The-unspoken-word/blog/6481331/30809.html 
 
 

Verbal communication - questioning 

 

Mrs PN rings the clinic to say her dog has just started limping, which she noticed when he tried 

to get up the stairs. She requests an appointment for tomorrow morning. A little concerned 

about the history, you ask whether he had been running around just before the problem 

started. Mrs PN tells you that he’s been quiet for a couple of days since he pushed his way into 

the shed and she thought maybe that’s when he hurt his paw. Asked what was stored in the shed, you are 

told various fertilizers and garden tools. Further questions elicit the fact that there is snail bait and ratsac on a 

shelf. Prompted by your questions, she looks at his gums and says they are a similar colour to his teeth. You 

http://veterinarycommunity.dvm360.com/_The-unspoken-word/blog/6481331/30809.html


ask Mrs PN to have a very quick look in the shed to see if anything has been disturbed, to bring any packets 

that have, and come down immediately. You warn Sally, the consulting vet, of a possible emergency. 

A vet nurse’s ability to ask appropriate questions can literally mean the difference between life and death. Very 

often an open question which will draw out information from a client is the best but there are times, such as in 

an emergency situation, where a closed question can be the most efficient way to get vital information quickly. 

Note that there are subtypes of each type of question. 

Read the section ‘Verbal communication’ on pages 13-15 of the Handbook of Veterinary Communication Skills. 

When Mrs PN arrives, you quickly check Toby’s gums, which are very pale. Sally takes Toby to 

begin treatment immediately while you examine the packet of ratsac Mrs PN has brought with 

her. Your quick thinking and appropriate questioning may well have saved Toby’s life. Well 

done! 

 

Listening 

 

 

You are in a clinic staff meeting and Michael has been talking about some changes he would 

like to make in clinic processes. You suddenly realise you have been asked a direct question 

and you have no idea what it was as you haven’t been listening. 

 

There are 3 core elements of listening: 

1. Receiving a message 

2. Attending to a message 

3. Assigning meaning to a message 

Listening can be classified in numerous ways. In this workshop we will concentrate on active and passive 

listening. Read the section which explains the difference between the two on pages 18-19 of the Handbook of 

Veterinary Communication Skills. 

Listening, like many other skills, can be improved with practice. Read the section ‘Guidelines to improving 

listening’ on pages 19-20 of the Handbook of Veterinary Communication Skills. 

 

 



Intercultural communication and language differences 

 

Mrs Li comes into the clinic with her small dog. Her English is limited so you try to think how 

best to find out her concerns. 

 

Veterinary clinics will have clients from many different cultural and language backgrounds so it is important that 

clinic staff are familiar with the best practice techniques for communicating in these situations. Read the section 

‘The cultural context of communication’ on pages 21-22 of the Handbook of Veterinary Communication Skills. 

Speaking slowly in simple language and also using some sign language to indicate food going 

towards the mouth, you work out that the dog is not eating and she needs to see a vet. She 

disappears saying the word ‘daughter’ and comes back half an hour later with her daughter 

who is able to interpret the consultation. You have been able to help Mrs Li and her dog 

despite the potential difficulties. 

 

Written communication 

Communication between a veterinary practice and its current and potential future clients is frequently in a 

written form. This may include information boards outside the clinic, flyers advertising a special offer, client 

home care advice sheets and increasingly, email and Web-based communication in forms such as blogs and 

Facebook pages. Although the last two are distinctly different as they are two-way forms of communication, in 

all cases it is important that the information is accurate, well set out and written in language appropriate for the 

clients.   

With the increasing use of web sites and social media it is important to be aware of what is appropriate 

information to post and what is not and also how to respond to negative comments. Written communication 

can be more challenging than interpersonal because there is no opportunity to gain the extra information from 

non-verbal clues, sometimes leading to misinterpretation. You will cover these topics in more detail next 

semester. 


