
 

HEALTH INNOVATIONS 
 
NAME OF PRACTICE:  Interprofessional Communications Skills Development Workshops 
 
JURISDICTION: Nova Scotia 
 
HEALTH THEME: Capacity Building; Team Based Models of Care; Quality Improvement and Patient Safety 
 
HEALTH SECTOR: Cancer care 
 
IMPLEMENTATION DATE: 2005 
 

SNAPSHOT: This innovative practice aims to improve community cancer care for patients and families by enhancing the 

communication skills of health care professionals across disciplines. The pilot series of interprofessional communications skills 

development workshops were initially implemented in 2005 and formally commenced in 2006 through Cancer Care Nova Scotia 

in collaboration with Dalhousie University’s Continuing Medical Education. Since the pilot year, these workshops have been 

informally integrated into the Health Professional Education workshops. 

PRACTICE DESCRIPTION:  

In 2004, a needs assessment was conducted with health care professionals working with oncology patients in community care 

settings across Nova Scotia. From this assessment, interprofessional communication emerged as one of the priority areas 

needing improvement in order to strengthen both quality of services and effective use of health human resources. The 

interprofessional communication skills development workshops were designed thereafter, focusing on the following areas:   

1) Essential Communication Skills 

2) Delivering Difficult News and Providing Support 

3) When Patients and Families Are Angry 

4) Managing Conflict in the Workplace 

Targeted for trained health professionals, these workshops were structured to present the background evidence behind the 

interventions, enable opportunities to observe practice skills through role play scenarios by professional actors, and provide a 

platform to debrief different approaches. All of the workshops were facilitated by communication experts and involved an 

integrated process evaluation. 

This innovative practice received funding from Health Canada’s Transition Fund and continues to collaborate with acting 

services provided by Irondale Ensemble Theatre, Halifax. Other stakeholders include The Alliance for Continuing Medical 

Education, the Society for Academic Continuing Medical Education, the Council on Continuing Medical Education, and the 

Association for Hospital Medical Education.  

IMPACT:  

Evaluations were conducted pre- and post- the initial implementation of the workshops, as well as three months after for 

follow-up. At the time of this assessment, 518 professionals representing over 20 health professions attended a total of 17 

workshops. Of these health professionals, nurses comprised over 50% of participants, followed by care coordinators and social 

workers. Comparisons from before and after the workshops indicated that self-reported communication skills showed 

statistically significant improvement and 92% of respondents suggested an intension to change their communication practices 



 
after the workshops. In terms of interprofessional impact, 98% (299/306) reported that interacting with other health 

professionals enhanced their learning and increased understanding around respective roles.  

Of the respondents that participated in the follow-up, 87% (59/68) reported positive changes of reception among respective 

patients, including patients asking more questions.  

APPLICABILITY/TRANSFERABILITY: 

As an approach for integrating some level of sustainability, the workshops included a “train the trainer” program for highly 

skilled facilitators and actors. Twenty-six health professionals completed 3 days of training and offered 6 workshops in teams of 

3 to 5 persons. Despite positive responses to extend the program beyond its initial workshops, there have been significant 

challenges to maintain the volunteer facilitator program. In order for the facilitator teams to continue to be integrated, 

volunteer facilitators identified that greater institutional and direct management support would be needed. 

Lessons learned from the implementation of these workshops included that: a) interactive workshops can be used as effective 

tools to improve interprofessional communication skills and behavior; b) interprofessional communication is a highly sought 

competency area for health professional participants; and c) the interaction among different types of health professionals was 

considered to enhance learning. The main challenge was reported around gaining commitment from volunteers to continue as 

professional facilitators of the program.  

There are several continuing professional development initiatives across jurisdictions in Canada that focus on interprofessional 

competencies.  This particular series of workshops however are unique to the province of Nova Scotia based on the level of 

coordination enabled through Cancer Care Nova Scotia and their reach to affiliated health care professionals.  
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