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It has been fascinating and uplifting to watch the amazing 
skills of Olympian and Paralympian athletes at the 
Tokyo games. It is also wonderful to see and hear expert 
musicians, dancers, chefs, artists and – of course – expert 
consulters. It is fascinating to observe the consultation 
skills expertise that enables a clinician to get to the heart 
of a patient’s problem, explain it clearly and get a really 
effective management plan, with the patient on board, all 
in a few minutes. How do experts from Paralympians to 
consulters get to be so good at what they do? 

Nobody is born with the skills of an expert, in any field. 
Expertise is acquired over time. Becoming expert in 
consultation skills can seem daunting if you are not sure 
where to start. Even if you think your consultation skills are 
already pretty good, do you know what to improve on next?  
What do you need to do, to be ‘even better if’? 

Reflecting on how athletes or other experts develop their 
skills, can help us learn to consult more effectively too. So 
here is the thing. Take a leaf out of the practice methods of 
stellar athletes and musicians. What do they do that we can 
learn from?

 > They find the resources they need.

 > They work on the fundamentals first.

 > They practice regularly, seeking out and responding to 
feedback.

 > They focus their practice on the things that need to 
change.

Finding the resources. A musician will get an instrument, 
a book and a teacher, an athlete gets some basic kit and 
will do better if they join a club or get a coach, for access to 
training resources. If you want to become more effective at 
consulting with patients, use resources such as these TALC 
materials (other textbooks are available and useful!) and 
work closely with colleagues who can help you develop.

First things first. For a musician or in sports, the 
first things are about basic techniques; correct body 
positioning, understanding the instrument (or ball or 
swimming pool) and doing easy things first. Graded 
practice gradually increases the challenge. No diver starts 
with one of those terrifying, triple somersault, twisting 
dives from the highest board. The same approach works 
for Consultation skills. Focus on the basic skills covered in 
TALC Modules and use the TALC resources to work though 
the different areas of the consultation systematically, 
starting with... you guessed it: module 1 – talc skills for 
beginning consultations effectively. Work though the 
chapters, reading, listening to the podcasts and using the 
learning exercises suggested in the materials, with the help 
of your supervisor or trainer. The materials will help you 
prepare for any teaching sessions on consultation skills, and 
get more from them. Then move on to Module 2, then 3, 
then... you get the picture! Working systematically through 
all the basic skills provides a strong foundation for seeing 
any patient, and when those skills are in place, developing 
more advanced skills for difficult or complex circumstances, 
will be much easier. 

Practice regularly, seeking out and responding to 
feedback. Practice is more effective if it is graded (start with 
easier things and build up to harder ones), when it includes 
regular repetition (preferably daily) and when there is 
feedback from experts. Every single successful sportsperson 
or musician gets feedback from a coach, their performance 
statistics, by watching videos... Crucially, after getting 
effective feedback they decide what to work on next. 

Focus on the thing that needs to change and develop. 
This means focusing on one or two changes each week, 
until new skills are firmly embedded. Then it will become 
easier to build and develop the skills needed later in the 
consultation. Basic skills all need to be in place before 
attempting really difficult things. Having a tricky end of life 
care discussion is always going to be easier if the crucial 
skills of beginning effectively, building relationships and 
gathering information are already in place.

https://www.gmthub.co.uk/talc/modules/skills-for-beginning-consultations-effectively
https://www.gmthub.co.uk/talc/modules/skills-for-beginning-consultations-effectively


If you are wanting to improve your own consultation skills, 
make sure to follow up on a new skill by practising it every 
single time you see a patient... not just once or twice, but 
every single time that skill is needed. Musicians say that 
it is good to practice until you get it right, but even more 
important to keep on practising until you can’t get it wrong. 
It takes time to build and consolidate new habits. When 
learning a new consultation skill, or refining an existing 
one, practice that skill in every possible consultation, until 
it becomes natural and can be done every time that skill is 
needed. There is more about this in the talc how to pages.

For example, unless the patient is unconscious, you need 
to practice relationship building skills every time you 
consult (see module 2 – talc skills for building effective 
relationships). If the patient is actually unconscious, 
practice those relationship building skills with their 
terrified relatives or friends. Your skills will improve and will 
be much easier to discuss any difficult matters with them 
when you have built trust and understanding. 

If you are in a training post, do not despair if every part of 
the consultation seems to throw up big challenges, and it 
seems hard to attend to everything. If you are an educator, 
do not worry if you see a consultation where there are 
20 things that need fixing. This is bound to happen. 
Start at the beginning of the consultation and get that 
right, using the materials and training exercises in talc 1. 
Choose just one or two skills to work on each time you 
have an educational session. The educator can check that 
practice has been happening by reviewing the skill at each 
educational session. This is best done by watching videos 
of consultations, noting new skills when they are observed. 
If you are learning, give yourself a pat on the back when 
you consolidate the new skill effectively, and then focus 
on developing the next new skill. Educators need to look 
out for, and praise, achievements too. Using the checklists 
from the TALC resources will help make any feedback more 
specific, more measurable, more realistic... more SMART. 

Nearly 600 years BCE, Lao Tzu (the Chinese philosopher) 
said: “A journey of a thousand miles begins with the 
first step”, reassuring us that even large endeavours 
have humble and even banal beginnings. By using the 
TALC materials you will be taking your first steps on the 
fascinating journey towards expertise in consultation skills. 
The TALC team have done some of the work for you, by 
structuring the consultation into a series of skills that can 
be learned bit by bit, and by providing tried and tested 
teaching methods. Your journey of a thousand miles begins 
here; start with the TALC resources by your side and they 
will guide you on your way.
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