
TEACHING AND LEARNING THE CONSULTATION (TALC)

MODULE 4 Skills for effective explanations and 
planning of personalised care

CHAPTER 1

Why are effective 
summarising skills the 
engine of the consultation?
A summary is a statement which pulls things together concisely, into a 
neat package which is easy to remember.

Some clinicians repeat back almost everything the patient says, in the 
belief that this demonstrates active listening. Such ‘Parroting’ does not 
require understanding, interpretation or synthesis and is the opposite of 
active listening.



Overview

Which section of the consultation does this session address?

Providing structure &  
flow to the consultation

Building the relationship

Initiating the 
session and  

agenda setting

Gathering 
information

Physical 
examination*

Explanation  
and planning

Closing the 
consultation

*Effective summarising is useful at the end of every section of the consultation.

Which specific skills are addressed  
in this session?

The skills of using summarising and linking statements to 
move the consultation forwards are considered here.

CG skills

19. Summarises at the end of a specific line of inquiry 
to confirm understanding before moving on to the 
next section.

19

How does this apply in remote 
consulting situations?

In remote consulting situations summaries 
are really essential. It is more difficult for the 
patient to be certain that the clinician has been 
attending carefully to what they have been 
saying. A good summary provides evidence that 
the patient has been heard and this will build 
trust and help to keep the consultation moving 
forwards. 

References

1  Skills for Communicating with Patients – Kurtz, Silverman and Draper. This is the core text for understanding and developing 
consultation skills and contains the Calgary Cambridge, the guide to skills and the research evidence underpinning the use of 
effective consultation skills. Worth reading in sections and trying out the skills bit by bit, rather than reading in one go.

7 The Inner Consultation – Roger Neighbour. 
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Introduction

Why are effective summarising skills the engine of the consultation?

Summarising is a useful skill, which provides a sort of 
‘receipt’ to the patient, demonstrating that what they said 
has been heard and understood. Summarising also acts as 
a ‘punctuation’ point in the consultation. 

During active listening, skilled communicators will often 
provide a ‘paraphrase’, i.e. expressing the meaning of 
something, using different words, to achieve greater clarity. 
This does NOT mean repeating everything the patient 
says, which is termed ‘parroting’. Parroting soon becomes 
wearisome to the patient and wastes a lot of time. Skills 
such as echoing a few words the patient says, mentioning a 
few key words, reflecting back, interpreting the emotional 
content or the meaning of what the patient says, are all 
active listening skills using a paraphrasing approach.

However, a summary is different. Summaries are best 
used at the end of one whole section of the consultation, 
bringing together the key factual information AND the key 
effects on the person and their feelings. Such a summary 
pulls things together concisely, into a neat package, short 
and pithy, almost like a newspaper headline. A summary 
should sum up where the consultation is up to at that point, 
and is then followed by a linking statement that leads on to 
the next phases of the consultation. This approach provides 
structure and flow, as well as ensuring that the patient 
knows that the clinician has fully heard and understood the 
issues so far. When used in this way, effective summarising 
can help to keep the consultation moving along, so that 
there is more effective time management. 

In summary... useful summaries sum up the FACTS and 
the FEELINGS.

Here are two contrasting versions:

Less effective: “So Mr S, you have come about this odd 
chest pain, which came on at the gym when you were using 
the treadmill, you also get pain on the stairs at your office 
where you work as a financial comptroller, and on hills, and 
it radiates to your left arm sometimes. It goes away at rest 
and the gym have said you can’t go there unless you have a 
letter from me giving you permission. You are not breathless, 
do not get any swelling of the legs and have a family history 
of heart disease, in that your dad died aged 58 from a heart 
attack. Is it all right with you if I ask a couple more questions 
to fill in the background which will help me to assess things 
more fully?” 

The clinician then proceeds by asking about smoking, 
alcohol, work and family matters. This is an example 
of simple repetition, and time is also wasted by asking 
permission to ask what the patient will almost certainly see 
as reasonable questions.

A bit more effective: “So Mr S, this chest pain is likely to be 
quite significant. Before I examine you (linking statement 
indicating where the consultation is going next) can I check 
whether you smoke... and how much alcohol you take...?”

While this is succinct the patient may often respond by 
saying something like:

“Yes well I do think it might be significant, I get it on the 
stairs at the office and when I am out walking, something 
must be happening!” The patient is repeating information 
the clinician already knows here. A common reason for 
repetition is that the clinician does summarise the facts 
effectively, but fails to feedback to the patient that they 
have also understood the patients underlying feelings 
about the situation. If this does not happen, the patient 
can end up repeating themselves over and over, which, 
needless to say is not a good use of consultation time.

More effective: “So Mr S, this chest pain is quite significant, 
especially in view of the sad death of your dad at a young 
age, and before I examine you (linking statement indicating 
where the consultation is going next) can I check whether 
you smoke... and how much alcohol you take...”

This latter version is a succinct summary, includes 
references to the emotional significance of the issues, and 
together with the linking statement moves the consultation 
forwards.

This can be reinforced further when there is a check in with 
the patient too. “So, to sum up before I examine you, you 
have this concerning chest pain, especially worrying because 
of your father? Have I got that right?”.
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Introduction (continued)

Here is another example, summarising after the 
examination:

Less effective: “So Mr S, your blood pressure is 142/80. 
Your pulse is regular, your heart sounds are normal with no 
arrhythmias and your chest is clear. I can’t find any arcus 
in your eyes and you are not anaemic. I think we need to 
arrange some tests, like an ECG, blood tests and a referral to 
the chest pain clinic to assess your heart in more detail and 
decide what else might need doing.” Again there is a lot of 
unnecessary detail.

More effective: “Good news Mr S, the examination was 
entirely normal. I think you are getting something called 
angina, which means further tests will be needed... What do 
you already know about angina?” 

Here time is not wasted enumerating normal findings, using 
unnecessary jargon and the start of the explanation phase 
of the consultation has been signalled by asking about the 
patient’s existing knowledge. The phrase “good news” also 
sets an emotional tone for the examination findings.

The ‘planning’ part of the consultation can then be 
signalled further when the patient has understood the 
explanation, by saying something like: “Let’s move on to 
what we need to do next to help you feel better now and to 
get more information about your heart”. 

These approaches keep things moving which is why we 
can think of summaries as the ‘engine’ of consultations, 
when used appropriately. Summaries help flow and this 
can help in keeping to time, in clinics and examination 
situations alike.

4Why are effective summarising skills the engine of the consultation?

Teaching and Learning the Consultation (TALC) Module 4 Chapter 1



Teaching notes

How to teach and develop these skills  
Working one to one

When working one to one, it can be helpful to use one of 
the clinician’s own videos as the source material. Having 
identified that summarising is inadequate (i.e. that the 
clinician has not really been feeding back to the patient), 
and helped the clinician to be aware of this skill, explain 
to the clinician that you are going to provide a way of 
practising the skills of summarising.

First, ensure that they know the difference between 
paraphrasing to feedback in an active listening context, 
and summarising at the end of a whole section of the 
consultation. Explain that an effective summary is succinct 
and includes references to the emotional and psychological 
aspects of the discussion (facts and feelings). A summary 
is usually followed by a linking statement, signalling where 
the consultation is going next. It might also be helpful to 
see talc skills for managing time effectively – can you 
learn to save time in consultations?

Replay the consultation and ask the clinician to indicate 
when they think one section of the consultation has 
finished (for example agenda setting or information 
gathering on a specific issue). 

Without simply repeating what has been said, ask the 
clinician to make a one sentence summary of progress 
so far, including reference to what feelings have been 
expressed, and choose a linking statement to the next part 
of the consultation. 

Ask the learner to practice making summaries in other 
sections of the consultation, or in other consultations, 
perhaps using the checklist in the Resources section 
to help.

Another way forwards is to ask learners to imagine the 
summary as a headline in a newspaper”

 > “Treadmill chest pain man needs physical 
examination and further tests!”

 > “Normal examination so worried doctor explains 
next steps”.

This work can be linked to the effective use of a structured 
approach in the consultation, as summaries are usually 
followed by transitional statements or signposting  
(see talc skills for managing time effectively – simple 
ways to help the consultation run to time).

Finally, ask the clinician to write down the key learning 
points they have gleaned from the discussions and ask 
them to practice summarising in subsequent consultations. 
Ask them about progress as soon as possible, celebrating 
success in using summarising skills and picking up and 
helping with any difficulties.
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Teaching notes

How to teach and develop these skills  
Working with groups

Start by exploring the group’s understanding of the term 
‘summary’ and how they think the concept relates to 
their consultation skills. When do they use summaries in 
consultations? 

Ask one member of the group to volunteer to have a 
conversation with the educator. State clearly that this is 
not a role play, you will be asking them to simply talk as 
themselves.

Begin by saying you would like to gather some information 
about their last holiday. Use encouraging statements like 
“go on, tell me more” etc. and any relevant active listening 
skills such as paraphrasing, empathising, echoing back, 
reflecting back and so on. Stop when a reasonable picture 
is emerging of their most recent vacation.

Then the educator should model an inefficient summary as 
in the examples above, for example:

“So Zak, you travelled to Paris by train for your last vacation 
and you went with your sister, brother, mum and dad and 
your two cousins to celebrate your cousin’s 30th birthday. 
You stayed in a big apartment and visited all the famous 
sites including the Eiffel Tower, the Tuileries and the Louvre, 
and the highlight was a day out at Versailles where you also 
happened to meet George Clooney who was filming there 
and your cousin nearly fainted with excitement when she got 
his autograph!”

In pairs, ask participants to prepare a better summary of 
what has been said. State that the summary should be one 
sentence long, contain the gist of the account and finish 
with a linking statement that will signal to Zak that you now 
want to hear about plans for his next exciting holiday.

Ask participants to report back and write the most succinct 
one on the flip chart for reference.

This could be something like

“Meeting George Clooney was the highlight of your big family 
trip to the sights of Paris! Where next Zak?”

Then ask the participants to form into groups of three, 
A as the speaker, B as the listener and C as the observer. 
Give each participant a copy of the skills checklist (see the 
Resources section) and ask them to take turns observing 
each other.

Ask the speaker to talk about any relevant topic; for 
example ‘How do I manage to fit in plenty of studying for 
my forthcoming examinations? (or not!)’, using a relevant 
and open question. Ask the speaker to use active listening 
skills for 3 minutes. Then the observer should stop the 
conversation and ask the speaker to summarise what they 
have heard. 

The observer should give feedback about how closely this 
summary matched the best summary achieved as above. 
The criteria are a short sentence with perhaps 12 to 18 
words, some reference to the emotional content/effects on 
the person and some reference to next steps.

Then repeat with the participants changing roles, until 
all have been the speaker, listener and observer. All 
participants should then end up with a feedback sheet to 
reflect on, including any ‘even better if’ suggestions.

In the debrief ask the group to identify what worked 
best when summarising and to suggest suitable linking 
statements to use with patients to indicate the next stage 
of the consultation (see also talc skills for managing time 
effectively – simple ways to help the consultation run to 
time). 

Ask participants to note down their key learning points, 
initially alone and then sharing these in groups of three 
or four. Note the learning down on a flip chart or chat in 
Zoom/Teams and keep asking for more ideas until no new 
themes emerge. This helps learners to appreciate some 
nuanced points they may not have thought of themselves 
and reinforces the learning. 

At the next educational session, ask about how things went 
when better summarising is used. Celebrate and praise 
success and explore and help with any difficulties. If some 
people are struggling, ask other members of the group to 
say what they tried, that was more successful. This peer 
to peer modelling can be a useful way to motivate new 
learning.
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Notes for educators

Engaging participants  
Meeting their needs

Participants of all levels of experience may be concerned about time management in 
the consultation. Inviting comments about success/difficulties with summarising and 
whether they struggle with time management, can engage participants in this subject 
area. Sometimes emphasising the usefulness of this for formal examinations can also 
be motivating.

Energising 
participants  
Maintaining energy 
throughout

This exercise can help participants to see the links between consultation skills and the 
outcomes they are aiming for – i.e. consultations that flow – where little time is wasted and 
where the summary focuses in the most important issues. Ideally this will help to develop 
the attitude that skills can be defined, learned and improved upon. When clinicians are more 
skilled they usually find consultation significantly less stressful.

More experienced practitioners may want to explore more sophisticated summarising skills 
in the context of explanations and planning, where there are difficulties in negotiating the 
way forward (see talc skills for effective planning and care – what do you do when you 
don’t know what to do? skills for talking about uncertainty). 

Evaluations and 
feedback  
Making the most of the 
session for participants 
and educators

Ask participants how they intend to practice this skill and to write down in one sentence 
exactly what they need to do (a further example of effective summarising). This will provide 
feedback to the educator about what has been learned. Suggest that participants read the 
relevant section of their consultation skills textbook and practice effective summarising in 
their next day’s consultations. Asking for a report back on progress, praising success and 
analysing difficulties will reinforce learning.

How to provide 
structure to the session 
Help participants 
to structure their 
consultations

Effective summarising and the use of linking statements are crucial contributions to effective 
time management in the consultation. Using the same techniques during teaching sessions 
(and pointing out that you are summarising and linking) brings structure and effective time 
management to teaching and learning also.

Building relationships 
Help participants build 
relationships with their 
patients

An effective summary really helps patients to feel that they have been understood which 
builds an effective relationship. Working through this material in small groups and sharing 
ideas helps to develop learning relationships between participants.
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Resources / Checklist

Checklist for feedback

Name of clinician

Summarising skill Observed? Notes/helpful words

BRIEF summing up  
(less than 20 words?)

Emotions, feelings or effects 
included

Signposting element to the 
‘next steps’ in the consultation/
conversation

Your summary would be ‘even 
better if...’

Some other illustrative examples of summaries

Less effective

“You are feeling incredibly low and flat, not sleeping, often wondering about whether it is all worth the effort and drinking quite a 
lot. Your relationship with your partner is bad and even violent at times and to top it all your work is pretty stressful and your Mum 
is ill. Can I ask you some questions to understand your state of mind in more detail?”(as a prelude to a more formal assessment 
of mental state, suicide risk etc)

More effective

“You are coping with a lot of work, relationship and family stresses and burdens at present. Can I go into a bit more detail about 
the effects on you, and then we can think about the best ways forward?”
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