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Communicating Strategy Case Studies: How to Communicate
with Dying People over the Phone

SEKI, Yukiko
Faculty of Education, Saitama University

Abstract
Background: Health workers sometimes feel uncomfortable interacting with a dying person.
Helpline health workers have a more difficult time because they cannot use body language.
Moreover, the inexperienced helpline workers are more likely to feel stress since their poor
communication leads to high anxiety among callers. The aim of this study was to explore that
what kind of difficulties inexperienced health workers have when they communicate with dying
people or their relatives over the phone.
Methods: This study was conducted at the Cancer Telephone Information Service in Japan.
Twenty-two calls from dying patients or their relatives, which were automatically recorded,
were purposely chosen. Eight calls were an experienced counselor’s cases, and 11 calls were
inexperienced counselors’ cases. The calls were transcribed verbatim and were analyzed
qualitatively using a constant comparative method.
Results: These analyses revealed that inexperienced counselors sometimes (a) blocked callers
who talked about dying, (b) could not use indirect expressions for die, (c) started to talk while
the callers kept silent, (d) gave callers false hope or optimism, and (e) could express sympathy,
but not give practical advice for callers.
Conclusion: Although they have learned to how to communicate with dying people, they
sometime cannot use some skills. Therefore, training using real cases is more effective to learn
what kind of words or expressions callers use and how to react when callers talk about dying.

Key Words[] Dying people, Telephone counseling, Communication skills, Case study
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