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Why do we need to improve communication in healthcare?

An estimated 1.2 million 
Australians present with 

communication difficulties.

Communication breakdown 
can result in errors, 

misdiagnosis, incorrect 
treatment and poor care 

outcomes.

Bartlett et al (2008)

ABS (2015)

Health care workers report 
poor knowledge and 

confidence in interacting with 
people with communication 

disability in health care 
settings. 

Cameron et al (2018)
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Communication for Safe Care Project: 
Enhancing healthcare access for people with communication support needs

Funding source: NDIS Information, Linkages & Capacity Building Grant, 2020

Making healthcare services more communication accessible:
where everyone can get their message across
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What is communication access?

Communication access means that 
everyone can get their message across and 
be understood.

Everyone can participate regardless of:
– Preferred language
– Mode of communication
– Communication support needs

This can also be called inclusive 
communication.

Speech Pathology Australia (2024). Communication Access and Inclusion 
Terminology Report.
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A framework for identifying and 
addressing communication access barriers

Partnering Understanding 
the issues

Developing 
solutions

Implementing 
and evaluating 

solutions
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Understanding 
the issues

Methods to understand the issues

Healthcare Worker 
Interviews 

Consumer 
Interviews

Communication Access 
Observation Tool
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Understanding the issues: Communication Access Observation Tool (CAOT)

Environment

Wayfinding
Physical Environment
Sensory environment

Communication access supports

Interactions

Identifying communication supports
Providing information

Checking understanding
Facilitating the interaction
Supporting communication

Resources

Information resource review
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Understanding 
the issues

Let’s use the Communication Access Observation Tool 
to understand issues in a health service
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Imagine you receive this parking information before attending a clinic…
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What improvements could be made?

Change to short, simple 
sentences

Use subheadings to 
“chunk” information

Use dot points
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Now imagine you have parked and are navigating to the clinic
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Now imagine you have parked and are navigating to the clinic
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What improvements could be made?

Make it clearer that this 
is the entrance.

Add visual prompt

Add another wayfinding 
sign at this point
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What were the issues identified in the 
Communication for Safe Care project?Understanding 

the issues

Healthcare Worker 
Interviews 

Consumer 
Interviews

Communication Access 
Observation Tool
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Understanding 
the issues

Healthcare Worker 
Interviews 

Consumer 
Interviews

Communication Access 
Observation Tool

Time 
pressures

Awareness and attitudesIdentifying 
support needs

Interpreter 
services  

Accessible 
resources

Knowledge or training of 
staff

Support 
people

Exchange of informationPhysical environment 



The University of Sydney Page 169

A framework for identifying and 
addressing communication access barriers

Partnering Understanding 
the issues

Developing 
solutions

Implementing 
and evaluating 

solutions
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Understanding the issues Developing solutions Implementing and 
evaluating solutions

Identifying 
support needs

Knowledge or training of 
staff

Physical environment 

Establish new screening 
process at referral

Run mandatory staff 
training session

Add additional wayfinding 
signs with visual prompts

Screening of communication 
support needs completed for 

81-100% appointments

Staff report high confidence 
communicating with people with 

communication support needs

Patients and/or carers report 
being very comfortable with 
finding their way to the clinic
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Implementing and 
evaluating solutions

Screening of communication 
support needs completed for 

81-100% appointments

Staff report high confidence 
communicating with people with 

communication support needs

Patients and/or carers report 
being very comfortable with 
finding their way to the clinic

Screening of communication needs 
completed for:

81-100% appointments+2 (Much more than expected

61-80% appointments+1(More than expected)

41-60% appointments0 (Expected)

21-40% appointments-1 (Less than expected)

0-20% appointments-2 (Baseline)

Goal attainment scaling
Turner-Stokes (2009)



Keep in touch!

https://abi-communication-lab.sydney.edu.au/communication-for-safe-care/
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