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How is silence pure gold 
in consultations?
Are you comfortable with silence? 

Silence is often described with words like ‘awkward’. 
This can result in a feeling that if there is a pause in a 
conversation, that there is something wrong, or that we 
should be thinking of what to say, to try and fill up the 
silence.

There is another view. Perhaps ‘Silence is golden’, as the 
old adage goes. Can silence be used to good effect in 
consultations?

Early in my practice career, one morning when I felt rather 
tired, I was struggling to make a clear clinical assessment 
from what my patient was saying. She was talking about 
a lot of vague symptoms – “not feeling quite right”. My 
internal dialogue went something like “What is she on 
about? This doesn’t make sense... I ought to be getting to 
grips with this. I am tired this morning, didn’t sleep well.  
What should I say now?”

There was a long pause while I tried to work out what I 
should be doing next. After a few moments the patient 
blurted out “I know exactly what’s behind all this actually...”

Then she told me about her experience of childhood sexual 
abuse and its consequences, which were still affecting her.  
Our relationship changed forever after that moment of 
silence, which somehow conveyed trust, safety and calm in 
a way that I found unexpected at the time.

I have since learned that silence can help in many ways. 

Silence can create a respectful pause, which allows a 
patient to notice their thoughts, to respond to an inward 
response and to be more able to say what is really troubling 
them. This creates opportunities for empathy and brings 
what really matters to the patient into focus.

Silence gives the listener a chance to absorb what has been 
said. Often, it is only then that the ‘clues and cues’ are 
revealed. What if someone of normal weight says “I have 
always been a bit strange around food”.

Or if someone says – almost as an aside – “Well, I know 
people here are supposed to be well trained, but...” 

Silence followed by the magic words ‘go on’, often yields 
fruitful information that takes the consultation down the 
right path. So often, we humans are not easily able to say 
exactly what is in our thoughts. Embarrassment and guilt 

can get in the way, while sometimes thoughts are confused 
and hard to  speak about explicitly.

Silence has great benefits for clinicians too. Taking a 
pause to think about things before rushing in with more 
questions, can create time to absorb the full meaning of 
what has been said. This makes for better decisions about 
what to say next. If we listen with only half our brains, 
because the other half is busy thinking about our next 
question, we can miss so much. If, after silence, we sense 
there is more,  the two words ‘go on’ can help reveal the 
relevant information. Attentive silence can also help the 
patient to feel ‘psychologically held’, which creates a sense 
of safety and calm. 

A few moments of silence for reflection can help the 
patient to feel as if there is enough time and that they not 
pressured or rushed. This sense of space can actually help 
the consultation to stay on the right track. This can be 
especially true if a patient is expressing sadness, weeping 
or expressing distress. Saying “take your time”, while 
remaining attentive and respectfully silent, often helps the 
patient to feel calmer. This enables them to experience the 
relief that follows acceptance and kindness. Paradoxically, 
this often means that they are able to carry on with the 
consultation more quickly.

When professionals interact with each other, they too 
may be ‘hinting and hoping’ that an unspoken message 
is understood. A pause for thought often results in 
clarification. This can be especially useful in tutorials or 
supervision sessions, when an educator allows a pause 
and a period of silence. This gives time and space for their 
colleague to reflect and gather their thoughts to a place 
where they can be articulated and discussed out loud.

In formal teaching situations, it helps to count to ten after 
posing a question to a group or individual, before intruding 
on the silence. It is hard to do this; the silence that follows 
can feel awkward. Yet creating this space for thought 
is nearly always rewarded with enriching and useful 
contributions.  

So when you meet a moment of silence, see it as a golden 
opportunity for reflection, a chance to show acceptance 
and to create the right space for what is to come. 
Sometimes ‘don’t just do something, sit there’ is the best 
way to go.


