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Mentalizing – a promising way to 
patient-centered communication 
in community pharmacy?

Language Psychology: How are 
people affected by and affect each 
other as they communicate?

Context: Healthcare communication



PC3P– Patient-Centered Communication in Community 
Pharmacies 
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Patient-centered communication
To establish patient-centered 
communication patients need to engage 
their first person perspective

Pharamcy staff task:

Relationship building wherein patients 
experience a genuine interest and curiosity

- Invite patients to engage their perspective 
- Responsiveness toward these perspectives

A skill that needs to be professionalized

This calls for staff to be inclined to 
understand the patient
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The nature of human beings? 
- what motivates people...
- (how) are emotions relevant to behaviour... 
- are we always aware of why we behave as we do...

Answers inform but also limit 
the questions that we ask in 
research on patient-centered
communication.
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THE APPROACH TO HUMAN BEINGS IN PHARMACY PRACTICE RESEARCH:

INFORMANTS AS RATIONALE HUMAN BEINGS GUIDED BY COGNITIVE PROCESSES

PATIENTS: TIME CONSTRAINTS AND LACK OF PRIVACY; FEEL WELCOMED

PHARMACY WORKFORCE: LACK OF INTEREST IN COUNSELLING AMONG PATIENTS; LACK OF TIME



A Psychodynamic approach (Sigmund Freud)

• People are not always consciously 
aware of their mental states

• Anxiety is an inherent part of 
human behaviour

• Human behaviour is mobilized to 
defend the anxiety

• People are not transparent to 
themselves
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Video-stimulated recall interview
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Interaction1

Interaction2



The potential of video-stimulated interviews

• They make it possible to tap into informants’ immediate, spontaneous 
experiences – instead of eliciting general and socially preferred 
statements

• They enable informants to become aware of emotions underlying 
behaviour that were maybe not even conscious to them during 
interaction1
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A pilot study funded by the Danish Pharmaceutical Association

Data conducted at two Danish community pharmacies in October and 
November 2018

Video-recordings of 86 desk encounters

Video-stimulated interviews with 7 staff members, 6 with patients

Findings based on the video-recordings: the meetings were controlled 
by staff’s agenda and they largely consisted of staff transmitting 
information not related to the patients’ tellings. No profound interest 
or inclination to understand patients
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Findings based on video-stimulated interviews
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Patients are emotionally affected in ways which impact on their 
medication taking 

When patients invest their personal perspectives, pharmacy staff 
sometimes withdraw from the counselling process



• 1. St: how does it work for you

• 2. Pa: it works well

• 3. St: yes

• 4. Pa: I take one every second day during the summer

• 6. St: yes

• 7. Pa: and then now when it gets darker I take one each day

• 8. St: yes ((looks down))

• 9. Pa: >°to manage°<

• 10. St: sure oh:m are you ((looks up)) bothered by any of the side effects

• 11. related to it some talks about ((continues suggesting side effects))
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St = pharmacy staff
Pa = pharmacy patient
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now that I am sitting and 
looking at it it surprises me 
how much they actually 
expose themselves you know 
even though it is something I 
am just asking about and 
then I listen to their answers



Erving Gofmann: face-work

Face: the positive social value a person effectively claims for him/herself

We constantly try to protect and save our face – and the faces of others

Avoiding 
embarassment
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Patient: shame as a dominant emotion
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Right there I am also thinking yes of course I should 
have stopped that I don’t need to tell him that either 
((laughs)) right(.) it’s again it oh about that I am actually 
a little proud and happy that I only need to take one 
every second day when it is light right
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Mentalizing

• The ability to understand the 
mental states – emotions, 
thoughts, needs – behind own and 
other people’s behaviour

• Mentalizing is characterized by 
being curious and inclined to 
understand the other person and 
yourself
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From: Center for mentalization



Emotions

• Originating in the body

• Emotions add value to our 
experiences

• Affect how we act in the world

• We are always in an emotional 
state
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MENTALIZING AND EMOTIONAL AWARENESS
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Emotional awareness: 

The ability to identify and name other 
people’s and own emotions

Central to emotional awareness is the 
ability to regulate emotions



The ability to mentalize varies between people

• The ability is primarily developed as we are 
children dependent on how we are met, 
understood and responded to by our 
caregivers

• The ability to mentalize kan be trained and 
increased in professional contexts
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A mentalizing education programme for community pharmacy 
workforce – funded by EIT-Health
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1 Physical attendance, 1.5 working days

2
3 Online attendance, 4 hours

4
5 Physical attendance, A full working day

6 Online attendance, 4 hours, feedback on videos
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Online attendance, 4 hours, feedback on videos

Online attendance, 4 hours

Modules in the mentalizing education programme, 4 months



Understanding the patient and 
yourself

Mentalizing mindset Mentalizing 
communication

Pharmacy practice

Natural scientific background – experts in medicine and drug use



8 basic emotions
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BASIC EMOTION

Interest

Joy

Acceptance

Fear

Surprise

Sadness

Disgust

Anger



Wheel of 
emotions

26

(Robert Plutchik Weel of 
emotions, reproduced and 
translated by Sørensen 202  
Mentalizing Play)

De-intensify by labelling



Level of emotional awareness scale (LEAS)

• A performance based instrument assessing peoples abilities to be aware of 
mental states

• Informants are asked to describe their own and another person’s 
anticipated feelings in 10 different scenarios. 
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LEAS results

Participants levels of emotional awareness increase 
significantly from pre- to post education tests
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Denmark, (23) Before After P-value

LEAS TOTAL mean (SD)# 3.0 (0.47) 3.4 (0.48) <0.001*



Level of emotional awareness scale (LEAS)
Example Pre education
Scenario:
• Your boss tells you that your work

hasn’t been good enough and that
it needs improvement. What would
you feel? What would your boss 
feel?

Answer:
• I would feel “I’m gonna show the 

boss that I can do it”. The boss 
would feel justified.

Example Post education
Scenario:
• You travel abroad. Someone you

meet makes derogatory remarks 
about your country. What would
you feel? What would the other
person feel? 

Answer:
• I would feel surprise (they can’t 

see how beautiful my country is). 
The other one would feel disgust 
(does not like the country)
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Do staff increase their curiosity towards patients, do they 
increase their interest towards and interactional inclination 
to understand the patient?



Conversation analysis

• Greeting – greeting

• Question – answer 

• Invitation – acceptance 

• Apology – acceptance 
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Adjacency pairs – the building blocks of conversations

In conversations, almost everything comes around as pairs of utterances



What happens after the adjacency pair?

1. Position Staff: and how are you 
doing with the 
medication?

2. Position Patient: well, I’m trying to get 
used to it

3. Position Staff: RESPONSE
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A dialogical site for 
listening



Exploring staff’s inclinations to understand: analysis of all their 
activities in third position 

In total, 25 pre- and 25 post participation recordings were analysed

• Patients picking up prescription medication for themselves
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Responsetypes in 3. position

Interactional phenomenon Pre-measures Post-measures
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Responses in 3. position total 126 308

Average duration:
Desk meetings pre-education: 1.98 minutes  
Desk meetings post-education: 2.84 minutes



1 Staff: and what symptoms did you have before you took the tablets

2. Customer: well it was oh oh oh sneeze

3 Staff: ((nods)) yes yes

4 Customer: year I sneezed and sneezed

5 Staff: yes yes

6 Customer: right

7 Staff: ((nods)) yes

8 Customer: and then oh I took the tablets and I know 

9   that it is the highest dose you are allowed to take

10 Staff: ((leans toward the patient)) yes

11 Customer: and then and it started in the eyes right

12 Staff: yes

13 Customer: and you scratch 

14 Staff: yes

15 Customer: and that doesn’t make it any better

Question in 1. position

Answer in 2. position

Response in 3. 
position: continuer

Continuers in 3. position

Continuers encourage patients 
to keep talking and share their 
perspectives



15 Customer: and that doesn’t make it any better

16 Staff: yes so what I hear you say is that it is sneeze

17 Customer: yes

18 Staff: and it is eyes and it is nose

19 Customer: yes yes

20 Staff: yes because what I think about maybe it is how would it be if you

21 for example only used the nosespray

22 Customer: year

23 Staff: that you continue without the tablets

24 Customer: yes I also thought about trying that

25 Staff: So you have had the same thought

26 Customer: yes I do 

Formulations in 3. position

Response in 3. 
position: Formulation

Suggestion in 1. 
position

Accept in 2. position

Formulations make 
staff stay with 
patients’ perspectives

Response in 3. 
position: Formulation

Response in 3. 
position: Formulation



Interactional phenomenon Pre-measures Post-measures

Responses in 3. position total 126 308

Formulations 7 20

Continuers 30 113



1 staff: it works well?
2 customer: yes it does
3 staff: oh that is good to hear
4 customer: yes it really does
5 staff: that is wonderful
6 customer: yes
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Response in 3. 
position: affective 
evaluation

Response in 3. 
position: affective 
evaluation

Affective evaluations 
secure relational work

Affective evaluations in 3. position
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Interactional phenomenon Pre-measures Post-measures

Responses in 3. position total 126 308

Formulations 7 20

Continuers 30 113

Affective evaluations 8 18
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Interactional phenomenon Pre-
measures

Post-
measures

Providing information without it being 
preceded by a question from the patient

Information related to patients’ answers

16
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5

76

Providing information



Yes – mentalizing is a promising way to patient-centered
communication in community pharmacy

Communication Assessment Tool:

Statements with significantly higher 
scores post-education:

Understood my main health concerns
Let me talk without interruptions
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Mentalizing as promoting mental health for pharmacy staff

• Increases the ability to navigate in the social and inner world

• A burnout issue in pharmacy practice
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A final word on care

The PCNE definition of pharmaceutical care 2013: 
«Pharmaceutical Care is the pharmacist’s contribution to the care of 
individuals in order to optimize medicines use and improve health 
outcomes.»
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A final word on care
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The concept of mentalizing implies 
that we can work with a 
psychological notion of care
Mentalizing – emotional intelligence

Mentalizing: A way to professionalize 
the psychological dimension of care in 
pharmaceutical care
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