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Older patients often require a different approach to 

treating their illnesses, injuries, and conditions 

than younger patients.  Communicating effectively 

with your older patients can call for a different 

approach as well.  
 

The National Institute on Aging has published “A 

Clinician’s Handbook: Talking with your Older 

Patient.” The tips listed below were excerpted 

from this handbook and modified for space. 
 

Improving communicating with your older patients 

has practical benefits. It can: 

 Help prevent medical errors 

 Strengthen the patient-provider relationship 

 Make the most of limited interaction time 

 Lead to improved health outcomes 
 

Use Proper Form of Address 

Establish respect right away by using formal 

language. As one patient said, “Don’t call me 

Edna, and I won’t call you Sonny.” You might ask 

your patient about preferred forms of address and 

how she or he would like to address you. Use Mr., 

Mrs., Ms., and so on. Avoid using familiar terms, 

like “dear” and “hon,” which tend to sound 

patronizing. Be sure to talk to your staff about the 

importance of being respectful to your patients as 

well. Obviously, if a patient prefers to be called by 

his or her first name, honor their wishes.  
 

Take a Few Moments to Establish Rapport 

Introduce yourself clearly. Show from the start that 

you accept the patient and want to hear his or her 

concerns. If you are a consultant in a hospital 

setting, remember to explain your role or 

refresh the patient’s memory of it. In the exam 

room, greet everyone and apologize for any delays. 

With new patients, try a few comments to promote 

rapport: “Are you from this area?” or “Do you 

have family nearby?” With established patients, 

friendly questions about their families or activities 

can relieve stress. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Avoid Interrupting 

One study found that doctors, on average, interrupt 

patients within the first 18 seconds of the initial 

interview. Once interrupted, a patient is less 

likely to reveal all of his or her concerns. This 

means finding out what you need to know may 

require another visit or some follow-up phone 

calls.  
 

Ensure Understanding 

Conclude the visit by making sure the patient 

understands: 

 What the main health issue is 

 What he or she needs to do about it 

 Why it is important to do it 

One way to do this is the “teach-back method.” 

Ask patients to say what they understand from 

the visit. Also, ask if there is anything that might 

keep the patient from carrying out the treatment 

plan. 
 

For more tips on talking with older patients, go to 

the National Institute on Aging website and 

download the complete handbook at 

http://www.nia.nih.gov/HealthInformation/Publica

tions/ClinicianHB/. For assistance, please contact 

Lynn Meier, Senior Health Educator, at 

lmeier@ccah-alliance.org or (831) 430-5570. 
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