
THE SITUATION  

In the face of the COVID-19 crisis NHS staff will face situations in which they will encounter difficult communication. This may be patients who are 
scared and anxious about the getting/having the virus, family members upset that they cannot be with loved ones, patients refusing to adhere to 
rules, having to deliver bad news to patients and their families or even disagreements with other staff members whilst working under such high 
pressure and uncertain circumstances.

THE SCIENCE

Based on extensive research and training in the police, military and intelligence contexts on how to deal with difficult individuals including terrorism 
suspects. We outline four key skills that can enable effective communication:

HONESTY 
be clear, objective 

and direct

EMPATHY
be curious, seek 

understanding and 
show genuine regard 
for them as a person

AUTONOMY
genuine effort to 
provide choice 

wherever possible. 

REFLECT
use of patients own 

speech or underlying 
message back to 

them. 

More information: 
https://www.liverpool.ac.uk/project-ares/
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