
How important are soft skills for medical professionals?

The Oxford English Dictionary defines soft skills as ‘personal attributes that enable someone to

interact effectively and harmoniously with other people’. Soft skills, often referred to as transferable

or professional skills, are intangible, non-technical, and are the personal character traits or qualities to

help succeed in any profession.1 For medical professionals, soft skills such as communication,

teamwork, patience and compassion are vital to effectively engage with patients, their families and

coworkers.

In 2007, a study of 240 medical errors by trainees, including 167 breakdowns in teamwork, identified

poor non-technical skills as the main cause. By contrast, 139 errors were attributed to lack of technical

competence.2

Teamwork is a critical soft skill for medical professionals to safely and compassionately deliver

patient care. In surgery, increasing effective teamwork between multi-disciplinary teams is found to

decrease patient mortality rates.3 This shows the significance of soft skills in saving lives.

Effective communication skills can help identify patient needs. Medical professionals communicate

with one another and patients in various ways including written, face-to-face, and virtually. Written

communication is key to making referrals, updating patient records and prescribing medication.4
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“When I define communication, I think of a new grad who is proactive, direct, open, honest,

thoughtful and it’s not just about what they say, it’s how they say it,” says Jennifer O’Leary, Faculty,

Genetics Technology at The Michener Institute, Canada.5 Good communication skills include actively

listening to others, processing feedback received, and reflecting on the feedback.

Surgeons are among those most resistant to acknowledging the need to brush up their speaking skills

and a cause of concern for the Royal College of Surgeons (RCS), UK. According to Charles Collins,

Chair of the Patient Liaison Groups at RCS,  “Only around 25 per cent of a surgeon’s job requires

technical expertise, even less in many specialties. The rest is about communicating with patients.”6

Surgeons need communication skills to discuss complicated procedures and help patients make

informed choices.7

Patience is an essential soft skill for medical professionals. Whether guiding a patient and family

through a challenging illness, or managing staff members during a period of heavy admissions, having

patience can help decompress stress and enable more effective problem-solving.8

As medical professionals continually adopt new technologies to engage remotely with patients – as

seen during the current coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic – there is an increasing reliance on soft

skills. In light of COVID-19, the NHS has turned to remote consultations to minimise the risk of

infection for staff and patients.9 Such consultations using live video conferencing highlight a
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clinician’s body language and facial expressions, enabling a patient to clearly understand the message

being conveyed.10

To summarise, soft skills for medical professionals are more important than ever to deliver safe and

effective patient care. An increasing dependency on technology and virtual interactions make it

imperative for soft skills to be taught as part of medical and associated healthcare curricula globally.
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