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Communication with patients and their kin is a vital component of
intensive care.! Clinical communication (history taking, explanation
of diagnosis, counselling and motivation, outlining daily progress
and discussion of treatment options) between the treating
clinical team and the patient fosters trust and understanding
and helps elicit patient cooperation in the ongoing treatment.?>
Non-clinical communication (small talk, sharing anecdotes,
morale-boosting talk, etc.) is just asimportant, as it creates a sense
of kinship, empathy, and compassion.* However, the ongoing
coronavirus disease-2019 (COVID-19) pandemic has overhauled our
approach toward communication in the intensive care unit (ICU).
Healthcare providers in the COVID-19 ICU are donned with level
3 personal protective equipment (PPE). This consists of a coverall,
N-95 mask, goggles, and face shield, which are known to make
speech, hearing, and vision difficulties.>® Speaking is difficult and
uncomfortable;® thus, patient communication is often trimmed to
just the essentials. Non-clinical communication inevitably suffers,
despite being essential to patient motivation and cooperation.
Additionally, non-verbal communication through body language
and facial expressions becomes indiscernible.® Unfortunately, this
communication impairment is occurring even as an increasing
number of COVID-19 ICU patients are being diagnosed with anxiety,
depression and other mental health issues.” The social stigma
attached to COVID-19 infection worsens the feeling of isolation and
loneliness. Thus, at a time when patients are most in need of patient,
kind and empathetic conversation, healthcare workers are unable to
provide them with this. It is no wonder then, that we are observing an
increased incidence of psychiatric disturbances in COVID-19 patients,
while in the hospital as well as in the post-discharge scenarios.

On the other hand, communication with the patient’s family
presents a different set of challenges. Good communication offers
the family a clear understanding of the patient’s condition, progress
or deterioration and helps set realistic expectations regarding the
outcome and recovery.' In particular, breaking bad news is a skill
which benefits from in-person counselling and non-verbal cues
conveying sympathy."* However, social distancing norms have
necessitated restrictions on hospital visitors. Family members are
often discouraged from visiting the hospital, making communication
challenging. Telephonic communication, while effective, lacks the
personal touch necessary at this difficult time for the family.

Finding a solution to the problem is tricky. Tools like talking
maps have been developed to guide healthcare workers to deal with
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patient fears and difficult decisions. However, these fail to take into
account the impracticality of expecting healthcare workers in full
PPE to have long talks with patients as in non-COVID-19 times. One
way to address the issue without placing unrealistic expectations
on the donned team may be to designate a “communication
team.” This practice has been followed in our institution since the
advent of the pandemic. The team consists of clinicians who are
aware of the patient’s clinical course but are not donned in PPE.
The team telephonically communicates with the family daily to
inform them of the patient’s clinical progress and to resolve their
queries. Additionally, regular video calling between the family
and the patient offers some solace and support to the patient.
The latter has been widely used as the communication tool of
choice across the globe during the pandemic,® and while it cannot
replace the personal touch of face-to-face counselling, it may offer
an acceptable compromise. We conclude that the communication
challengeinthe COVID-191CU is an underrecognized but important
aspect of patient care, which deserves serious attention from
policymakers to achieve quality healthcare and the satisfaction of
all stakeholders.

ORciID

Vineeta Venkateswaran © https://orcid.org/0000-0003-2234-8035
Kapil Dev Soni ® https://orcid.org/0000-0003-1214-4119
Anjan Trikha ® https://orcid.org/0000-0002-6001-8486

©TheAuthor(s). 2023 Open Access This article is distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License (https://creativecommons.
org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/), which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and non-commercial reproduction in any medium, provided you give appropriate credit to
the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Creative Commons license, and indicate if changes were made. The Creative Commons Public Domain
Dedication waiver (http://creativecommons.org/publicdomain/zero/1.0/) applies to the data made available in this article, unless otherwise stated.


https://orcid.org/0000-0003-2234-8035
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-1214-4119
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-6001-8486

https://orcid.org/0000-0003-2234-8035
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-1214-4119
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-6001-8486

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/publicdomain/zero/1.0/

“There is No Easy Way to Say This...”: Communication Challenges

REFERENCES

1.

Negro A, Mucci M, Beccaria P, Borghi G, Capocasa T, Cardinali M,
et al. Introducing the video call to facilitate the communication
between health care providers and families of patients in the
intensive care unit during COVID-19 pandemia. Intensive Crit Care
Nurs 2020;60:102893. DOI: 10.1016/j.iccn.2020.102893.
Scheunemann LP, McDevitt M, Carson SS, Hanson LC. Randomized,
controlled trials of interventions to improve communication in
intensive care: A systematic review. Chest 2011;139(3):543-554.
DOI: 10.1378/chest.10-0595.

Hoorn ST, Elbers PW, Girbes AR, Tuinman PR. Communicating with
conscious and mechanically ventilated critically ill patients: A
systematic review. Crit Care 2016;20(1):333.DOI: 10.1186/513054-016-
1483-2.

Life Lines Team comprising Rose L, Cook A, Casey J, Meyer J. Restricted
family visiting in intensive care during COVID-19. Intensive Crit Care
Nurs 2020;60:102896. DOI: 10.1016/j.iccn.2020.102896.

. Hampton T, Crunkhorn R, Lowe N, Bhat J, Hogg E, Afifi W, et al. The

negative impact of wearing personal protective equipment on
communication during coronavirus disease 2019. J Laryngol Otol
2020;134(7):577-581. DOI: 10.1017/50022215120001437.

. Parush A,Wacht O, GomesR, Frenkel A.Human Factor Considerations

in Using Personal Protective Equipment in the COVID-19
Pandemic Context: Binational Survey Study. J Med Internet Res
2020;22(6):219947. DOI: 10.2196/19947.

. Hossain MM, Tasnim S, Sultana A, Faizah F, MazumderH, Zou L, et al.

Epidemiology of mental health problems in COVID-19: A review.
F1000Res 2020;9:636. DOI: 10.12688/f1000research.24457.1.

. GrayNA,Back AL.COVID-19 communication aids.BMJ 2020;369:m2255.

DOI: 10.1136/bmj.m2255.

Indian Journal of Critical Care Medicine, Volume 27 Issue 1 (January 2023) 81



	“There is No Easy Way to Say This”: Communication Challenges in the COVID-19 Intensive Care Unit 
	Orcid
	References


