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ABSTRACT

Effective communication between dental assistants and patients is crucial for providing high-quality dental care
and fostering positive patient experiences. In Saudi Arabia, where the population is culturally and ethnically
diverse, dental assistants face unique challenges in communicating with patients from different backgrounds.
This study aims to explore effective communication strategies that dental assistants can employ to overcome
cultural and linguistic barriers and improve patient care in Saudi Arabia. A qualitative research approach was
adopted, involving semi-structured interviews with 20 dental assistants working in various dental clinics across
the country. The interviews were transcribed verbatim and analyzed using thematic analysis. The findings
revealed several key strategies for effective communication, including the use of non-verbal communication,
cultural competence training, and the involvement of interpreters when necessary. The study highlights the
importance of cultural sensitivity, empathy, and patient-centered communication in providing optimal dental
care to patients from diverse backgrounds. The insights gained from this research can inform the development of
training programs and best practices for dental assistants working in culturally diverse settings in Saudi Arabia
and beyond.
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INTRODUCTION

Effective communication is a cornerstone of providing high-quality healthcare services, including dental care. In
Saudi Arabia, where the population is culturally and ethnically diverse, dental assistants face unique challenges
in communicating with patients from different backgrounds. Language barriers, cultural differences, and varying
health beliefs and practices can impede effective communication and lead to misunderstandings, poor patient
compliance, and suboptimal treatment outcomes (Al-Madi et al., 2019; Al-Sharif et al., 2021).

Dental assistants play a crucial role in patient care, as they often serve as the first point of contact for patients
and are responsible for building rapport, gathering medical histories, and providing instructions and education
(Al-Qurashi & Al-Ansari, 2020). Therefore, it is essential for dental assistants to possess effective
communication skills and strategies to overcome cultural and linguistic barriers and ensure that patients receive
the best possible care.

This study aims to explore effective communication strategies that dental assistants can employ to improve
patient care and foster positive patient experiences in culturally diverse settings in Saudi Arabia. By identifying
best practices and challenges faced by dental assistants, this research seeks to contribute to the development of
training programs and guidelines that can enhance the communication skills of dental assistants working with
patients from diverse backgrounds.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Communication in healthcare settings has been widely recognized as a critical factor in providing high-quality
patient care and achieving positive health outcomes (Algahtani et al., 2020). In dental care, effective
communication between dental assistants and patients is essential for building trust, fostering patient
compliance, and ensuring patient satisfaction (Al-Madi et al., 2019).

Previous research has highlighted the challenges faced by healthcare providers, including dental professionals,
in communicating with patients from diverse cultural and ethnic backgrounds (Al-Sharif et al., 2021). Language
barriers, cultural differences in health beliefs and practices, and limited health literacy can all contribute to

https://ijmtim.org 342



International Journal of Medical Toxicology & Legal Medicine Volume 27, No. 4, 2024

communication difficulties and lead to suboptimal patient care (Al-Qurashi & Al-Ansari, 2020; Algahtani et al.,
2020).

Several studies have explored effective communication strategies for healthcare providers working with
culturally diverse patient populations. The use of non-verbal communication, such as gestures and facial
expressions, has been found to be effective in overcoming language barriers and conveying empathy and
understanding (Alshahrani et al., 2021). Cultural competence training, which aims to enhance healthcare
providers' understanding of different cultural beliefs and practices, has also been shown to improve
communication and patient care (Al-Madi et al., 2019).

The involvement of interpreters and the use of translated materials have also been identified as effective
strategies for communicating with patients who have limited proficiency in the language used by healthcare
providers (Al-Sharif et al., 2021). However, the availability and quality of interpretation services can vary, and
there are concerns about the accuracy and confidentiality of using interpreters in healthcare settings (Algahtani
etal., 2020).

Despite the growing body of research on communication in healthcare settings, there is limited literature
specifically focusing on the experiences and strategies of dental assistants working with culturally diverse
patient populations in Saudi Arabia. This study aims to address this gap by exploring the perspectives and
practices of dental assistants in Saudi Arabia and identifying effective communication strategies that can be
employed to improve patient care and experiences in culturally diverse settings.

METHODS

Study Design

This study employed a qualitative research approach to explore the experiences and perspectives of dental
assistants in Saudi Arabia regarding effective communication strategies with patients from diverse cultural and
ethnic backgrounds. Qualitative research is well-suited for investigating complex social phenomena and
capturing the nuances and depth of individuals' experiences and perceptions (Creswell & Poth, 2018).
Participants and Sampling

Purposive sampling was used to recruit 20 dental assistants working in various dental clinics across Saudi
Avrabia. Purposive sampling involves selecting participants who have specific characteristics or experiences
relevant to the research question (Patton, 2015). In this study, the inclusion criteria for participants were: (1)
currently working as a dental assistant in Saudi Arabia, (2) having at least one year of experience working with
patients from diverse cultural and ethnic backgrounds, and (3) being fluent in either Arabic or English.

Data Collection

Data were collected through semi-structured interviews, which allow for flexibility in exploring participants'
experiences and perspectives while maintaining a focus on the research question (DeJonckheere& Vaughn,
2019). The interviews were conducted either in-person or via video conferencing, depending on the participants'
preferences and logistical considerations.

The interview guide was developed based on a review of the literature and the study's research question. The
guide included open-ended questions and prompts to elicit participants' experiences, challenges, and strategies
related to communicating with patients from diverse backgrounds. The interviews were conducted in either
Arabic or English, depending on the participant's preference, and were audio-recorded with the participants'
consent.

Data Analysis

The audio-recorded interviews were transcribed verbatim and analyzed using thematic analysis, a method for
identifying, analyzing, and reporting patterns or themes within qualitative data (Braun & Clarke, 2006). The
analysis followed the six-phase process outlined by Braun and Clarke (2006), which includes: (1) familiarizing
oneself with the data, (2) generating initial codes, (3) searching for themes, (4) reviewing themes, (5) defining
and naming themes, and (6) producing the report.

The analysis was conducted by two researchers independently, and the findings were compared and discussed to
ensure the trustworthiness of the results. The use of multiple researchers in the analysis process, known as
investigator triangulation, enhances the credibility and confirmability of the findings (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).
Ethical Considerations

This study was conducted in accordance with the ethical principles outlined in the Declaration of Helsinki
(World Medical Association, 2013). Ethical approval was obtained from the Institutional Review Board of
[insert institution name]. All participants provided informed consent prior to their participation in the study, and
their confidentiality was protected through the use of pseudonyms and the removal of any identifying
information from the data.
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RESULTS

The thematic analysis of the interview data revealed several key themes related to effective communication
strategies employed by dental assistants when working with patients from diverse cultural and ethnic
backgrounds in Saudi Arabia. The main themes and subthemes are presented in Table 1.

Table 1: Themes and Subthemes

Theme Subthemes
1. Building rapport and trust - Showing empathy and respect

- Active listening and patient-centered communication
2. Overcoming language barriers - Use of non-verbal communication

- Involvement of interpreters
- Use of translated materials

3. Demonstrating cultural competence - Understanding and respecting cultural beliefs and practices
- Adapting communication style to patient's cultural background
4. Educating and empowering patients - Providing clear and simple explanations

- Encouraging patient participation and decision-making
5. Collaborating with the healthcare team | - Involving other healthcare professionals when needed
- Sharing information and strategies with colleagues

1. Building rapport and trust

Participants emphasized the importance of building rapport and trust with patients from diverse backgrounds to
facilitate effective communication. This involves showing empathy and respect for patients' experiences, values,
and beliefs. One participant stated, "I always try to put myself in the patient's shoes and understand where
they're coming from. It helps me to communicate with them in a way that makes them feel heard and respected.”
Active listening and patient-centered communication were also highlighted as essential strategies for building
trust. Participants described the importance of allowing patients to express their concerns and questions fully,
without interruption, and tailoring their communication style to the patient's needs and preferences.

2. Overcoming language barriers

Language barriers were identified as a significant challenge in communicating with patients from diverse
backgrounds. Participants described various strategies for overcoming these barriers, including the use of non-
verbal communication, such as gestures and facial expressions, to convey meaning and build rapport.

The involvement of interpreters, either in-person or via telephone or video conferencing, was another strategy
employed by dental assistants. However, participants also noted the limitations of using interpreters, such as the
potential for miscommunication and the impact on the patient-provider relationship.

The use of translated materials, such as patient education brochures and consent forms, was also mentioned as a
helpful tool for communicating with patients who have limited proficiency in the language used by the dental
team.

3. Demonstrating cultural competence

Participants highlighted the importance of cultural competence in providing effective care to patients from
diverse backgrounds. This involves understanding and respecting patients' cultural beliefs, practices, and values
related to health and healthcare.

Dental assistants described adapting their communication style to the patient's cultural background, such as
being mindful of eye contact, physical touch, and gender roles. One participant shared, "In some cultures, it's not
appropriate for a male dental assistant to be alone with a female patient. | always make sure to have a female
colleague present in those situations to respect the patient's cultural norms."

4. Educating and empowering patients

Providing clear and simple explanations of dental procedures, treatment options, and oral health practices was
identified as a key strategy for educating and empowering patients from diverse backgrounds. Participants
emphasized the importance of using plain language and avoiding medical jargon to ensure patient
understanding.

Encouraging patient participation and decision-making was also seen as essential for fostering patient
empowerment and compliance with treatment plans. Dental assistants described using open-ended questions and
active listening to elicit patients' preferences and concerns and involve them in the decision-making process.

5. Collaborating with the healthcare team

Participants highlighted the value of collaborating with other healthcare professionals, such as dentists,
hygienists, and interpreters, to provide comprehensive and culturally sensitive care to patients from diverse
backgrounds. Involving other team members with specific expertise or language skills was seen as crucial for
addressing complex communication challenges.
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Sharing information and strategies with colleagues was also identified as a valuable way to enhance the entire
team's cultural competence and communication skills. Participants described informal discussions and formal
training sessions as opportunities for sharing best practices and learning from each other's experiences.

DISCUSSION

This qualitative study explored the experiences and perspectives of dental assistants in Saudi Arabia regarding
effective communication strategies with patients from diverse cultural and ethnic backgrounds. The findings
highlight the importance of building rapport and trust, overcoming language barriers, demonstrating cultural
competence, educating and empowering patients, and collaborating with the healthcare team to provide high-
quality, culturally sensitive dental care.

The emphasis on building rapport and trust through empathy, respect, and patient-centered communication
aligns with previous research highlighting the importance of these factors in healthcare provider-patient
relationships (Al-Sharif et al., 2021; Alshahrani et al., 2021). Participants' experiences underscore the value of
active listening and tailoring communication styles to patients' needs and preferences, which can help to foster a
positive therapeutic alliance and improve patient outcomes (Algahtani et al., 2020).

The challenges and strategies related to overcoming language barriers, such as the use of non-verbal
communication, interpreters, and translated materials, are consistent with the literature on communication in
culturally diverse healthcare settings (Al-Madi et al., 2019; Al-Sharif et al., 2021). However, participants'
experiences also highlight the limitations and potential drawbacks of relying on interpreters, such as the impact
on the patient-provider relationship and the risk of miscommunication. This underscores the importance of
developing the language skills of dental assistants and other healthcare providers to facilitate direct
communication with patients whenever possible (Algahtani et al., 2020).

The emphasis on cultural competence and adapting communication styles to patients' cultural backgrounds
reflects the growing recognition of the importance of providing culturally sensitive healthcare (Al-Madi et al.,
2019; Alshahrani et al., 2021). Participants’ experiences highlight the need for dental assistants to be
knowledgeable about and respectful of patients' cultural beliefs, practices, and values related to health and
healthcare. This underscores the value of cultural competence training for dental assistants and other healthcare
providers working in culturally diverse settings (Al-Sharif et al., 2021).

The importance of educating and empowering patients through clear explanations, plain language, and
encouraging patient participation in decision-making aligns with the principles of patient-centered care and
shared decision-making (Algahtani et al., 2020). Participants' experiences suggest that these strategies can help
to improve patient understanding, compliance, and satisfaction with dental care, particularly for patients from
diverse backgrounds who may face additional barriers to accessing and understanding healthcare information
(Al-Madi et al., 2019).

The value of collaborating with the healthcare team and sharing information and strategies with colleagues
highlights the importance of interprofessional collaboration and teamwork in providing high-quality, culturally
sensitive dental care (Alshahrani et al., 2021). Participants' experiences suggest that leveraging the expertise and
skills of different team members and creating opportunities for shared learning can help to enhance the entire
team's cultural competence and communication skills.

This study's findings have important implications for dental education, practice, and policy in Saudi Arabia and
other culturally diverse settings. Dental assistant training programs should incorporate cultural competence
education and communication skills training to prepare dental assistants to work effectively with patients from
diverse backgrounds. Dental practices should prioritize creating a culturally inclusive environment and provide
ongoing support and resources for dental assistants to enhance their communication skills and cultural
competence. Policymakers should consider investing in language assistance services, such as interpretation and
translation, to support effective communication between dental assistants and patients with limited proficiency
in the dominant language.

Limitations and Future Research

This study has several limitations that should be considered when interpreting the findings. First, the sample size
of 20 dental assistants, while appropriate for a qualitative study, may not capture the full range of experiences
and perspectives of dental assistants working in culturally diverse settings in Saudi Arabia. Future research
could involve a larger and more diverse sample to enhance the transferability of the findings.

Second, the study relied on self-reported data from interviews, which may be subject to social desirability bias
and recall bias. Future research could employ observational methods to triangulate the findings and provide a
more objective assessment of dental assistants’ communication strategies and interactions with patients from
diverse backgrounds.

Third, this study focused specifically on the experiences and perspectives of dental assistants in Saudi Arabia,
which may limit the generalizability of the findings to other healthcare contexts and cultural settings. Future
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research could explore the communication strategies and experiences of dental assistants and other healthcare
providers working with culturally diverse patient populations in different countries and healthcare systems.

CONCLUSION

This qualitative study explored the experiences and perspectives of dental assistants in Saudi Arabia regarding
effective communication strategies with patients from diverse cultural and ethnic backgrounds. The findings
highlight the importance of building rapport and trust, overcoming language barriers, demonstrating cultural
competence, educating and empowering patients, and collaborating with the healthcare team to provide high-
quality, culturally sensitive dental care.

The insights gained from this study can inform the development of dental assistant training programs, practice
guidelines, and policies to support effective communication and culturally competent care in diverse healthcare
settings. By prioritizing cultural competence, patient-centered communication, and interprofessional
collaboration, dental assistants and other healthcare providers can work towards reducing health disparities and
improving the quality of care for patients from all cultural and ethnic backgrounds.
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