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Health Coaching & Patient-Centred Care in 
General Practice 
This session will cover:

• The role of health coaching and patient-centred care in a GP 
setting 

• Benefits and challenges of using a patient-centred approach 

• Essential clinician skills for effective patient engagement 

• Practical strategies to introduce health coaching into various types 
of patient encounters



What is Patient-Centred Care?

Patient-centred care is about putting the 
patient at the centre of the way care is 
planned and delivered by the practice. 

It goes beyond just ‘putting ourselves in their 
shoes’ and instead, will seek to actually involve 

the patient in decisions about their health. 

  

https://www.betterhealth.vic.gov.au/health/servicesandsupport/patient-centred-care-explained



Benefits and challenges of using a patient-
centred approach 
Advantages of using a patient-centred approach

What gets in the way
• More time-consuming approach than ‘prescribing’ what to do 
• No clear financial model to support this approach 
• Requires a shift in culture & thinking from both providers & patients 
• Difficult to change ‘the way we’ve always done things’ 
• Learning a new approach can lead to setbacks and frustrations, which 

may lead to push-back from both providers and patients

• Stronger patient engagement and active participation 
• Patients are more likely to adhere to treatment 
• Patients feel empowered and involved in their own care 
• Patients feel like they have a say in decisions about their health 
• Better health outcomes and sustainable self-management 
• More rewarding experience for clinicians



Can General Practice really play a role in 
patient-centred care?

Most definitely! 
When we talk to patients about where they would 
prefer to get advice, information and support with 

their health and conditions, they consistently 
identify their GP or GP clinic 

Unfortunately, most practices (and the Medicare fee-for-
service funding model we rely on) are not set up to 

support this way of working 

… so in order to function in a truly patient-centred way, 
we have to be resourceful and think outside the box  



Essential skills for effective patient 
engagement & patient-centred care 

General skills 
• Use an open, non-judgemental and genuine approach 

• Be very good at listening (and active listening) 

• Become great at asking the right questions  

• Give patients the space to reflect on their answer 

Established theories and approaches include: 
• Motivational interviewing 

• Stages of change 

• Goal-setting and SMART Goals 

• Health Coaching



Motivational Interviewing

Motivational interviewing 

“Is a counselling method that helps people 
resolve ambivalent feelings and insecurities 
to find the internal motivation they need to 

change their behaviour.” 

https://www.psychologytoday.com/au/therapy-types/motivational-interviewing  
https://www.nova.edu/gsc/forms/mi-techniques-skills.pdf 



Stages of Change

Is a conceptual framework to understand the 
processes that people go through as they try to 

change a behaviour.

https://www.racgp.org.au/afp/2012/september/motivational-interviewing-techniques/

Pre-contemplation  
(Not ready)

Contemplation 
(Getting ready)

Preparation/Action  
(Ready)

Maintenance  
(Sticking to it)

Relapse 
(Learning)



Interventions based on stage of change

https://www.racgp.org.au/afp/2012/september/motivational-interviewing-techniques/



Goal setting and SMART goals 

This theory proposes that goals that work tend to be: 

Specific - Include specifics such as ‘who, where, when, why and what’ 

Measurable - Include a quantity of ‘how much’ or ‘how many’ 

Achievable- Goals that are too difficult can be discouraging & lead to giving up 

Relevant - The goal should be important to the person trying to reach it 

Time based - Deadlines can motivate efforts and prioritise the task above 
distractions 

https://www.healthdirect.gov.au/smart-goals



What is Health Coaching?

The term covers a mix of strategies from the fields of 
coaching, psychology and behaviour change.  

The aim is sustainable behaviour change which is 
achieved by getting the patient to listen to their inner 
wisdom, identify what they value, and transform their 

goals into action. 

There are key differences between: 

Health Coaching - Health Education - Care Coordination 

Coaching ‘asks’ more questions  
than ‘tells’ the person what to do 

https://www.wellnesscoachingaustralia.com.au/What-is-wellness-coaching/what-is-wellness-coaching 
https://americarenursingservices.com/services/health-coaching/



Health Coaching & Behaviour Change

The ultimate aim of coaching is to successfully 
change behaviour, to improve the patient’s capacity 

to understand their conditions and develop their 
skills to self-manage 

All of this takes time 
But that doesn’t mean long consultations are the only, or 

even the best, way to get there 

Health Coaching can successfully take place over a 
series of brief, but regular and consistent patient 

contacts  



What do we mean by patient contact?

In the current system, clinical care mostly happens 
face to face 

This is partly because an in-person encounter is 
needed for things requiring a physical assessment, 
for most Medicare rebates and because it’s a good 
way to get to know the patient and set up a good 

relationship… but  

 … even though we may not be able to ‘claim’ a 
Medicare item for it, a planned and brief follow up 
contact (e.g. phone call) takes only a few minutes 

and can prove to be extremely powerful 
Note: Some practices may also consider using SMS or email for follow up contact. If not 

secure or encrypted, avoid including any sensitive information in these. 



Practical ways to introduce Health 
Coaching into different patient encounters

As part of Chronic Disease Management Plans (GPMPs & TCAs) 
Ideally lead with a good question to engage the patient and help 
them identify the goal or need that should be the main focus of 
the care plan 

“What do you feel is the biggest issue affecting your health right 
now?” 

As part of Health Assessments 
Could be used at the start or towards the end of the assessment 

“What is one thing you’d like to improve about your health?” 

Opportunistically, as appropriate or during Review appointments  
E.g. “While I have you here, I wanted to check something else 
with you…" 



Bringing it together with a few  
simple steps:  

1. Priority

1) Help the patient identify their priority 
issue or need 

“What do you feel is the biggest issue 
affecting your health right now?” 



Bringing it together with a few  
simple steps:  

1. Priority

2. Goal

2) Help them identify a goal that matters 
to them

“If that issue were resolved or 
improved, what would you be able to 
do that you’re currently not doing?” 

Ideally, aim for a functional goal 
E.g.  
- Get back to playing lawn bowls 
- Start going for walks around the park 
- Walk up a flight of stairs and not feel 
completely out of breath 



Bringing it together with a few  
simple steps:  

1. Priority

2. Goal

3. Importance
3) Check how important this is to them 

The higher the importance, the more motivated they’ll be

“On a scale of 1 to 10, how important 
is this to you?”  
Where 1 is ‘Not at all important’ and 10 is ‘Extremely 
important.’  

If importance rating is low (7 or less): 
“Is there something else that would 
be a 9 or a 10 at the moment for 
you?”



Bringing it together with a few  
simple steps:  

1. Priority

2. Goal

3. Importance

4.  Actions to 

STICK to

4) Set an Action they can STICK to:

“What is one thing you could start 
from today or tomorrow that would 
help get you closer to your goal?” 

& 

“How frequently would you need to do 
that to see a difference?” 



Bringing it together with a few  
simple steps:  

1. Priority

2. Goal

3. Importance

4.  Actions to 

STICK to

5. Confidence

5) Check Self-efficacy  
Their level of confidence in their ability to complete the action

“On a scale of 1 to 10, how confident are 
you that if I check-in with you this time 
next week, you will have done this task, 
that many times?”  
Where 1 is ‘Not at all confident’ and 10 is ‘Extremely 
confident.’ 

If answer is 7 or less… 

‘What would have to change for that to be 
an 9 or a 10?’



Bringing it together with a few  
simple steps:  

1. Priority

2. Goal

3. Importance

4.  Actions to 

STICK to

5. Confidence



Key tips for success 

Initial implementation timeframe should be kept short 
Ideally one week before first check-in (could be via phone/sms/
email)

Progress checks help people: 
• Stay motivated 

• Reflect on what’s working and what needs tweaking  

• Stay accountable  

Encourage patients to also track progress themselves  
They can use an app for goal setting, notes or journaling, or can 
simply keep track with pen and paper, a small notebook or whatever 
they are comfortable with



What are Actions to STICK to? 

The easiest way to reach an important goal is by having actions to 
‘STICK' to 

Short-term - Review progress soon and frequently so they can tweak as needed 

Theirs - It has to come from them and should be in their words 

 Important - It has to mean something to them 

Can do now - Cannot rely on getting or changing something or someone else  

Know they can succeed at - Must be very or extremely confident in their 
ability to achieve the agreed frequency within the timeframe (e.g. complete the 
action at least 3 times in a week)



What if we don't have the luxury of time?

Brief interventions in the form of focused questions can 
still be extremely effective 

For example, you can ask: 

“What’s one thing you’d like to get out of today?” 

“What’s one thing you’d like some help with between know and when 
you come see me next?” 

“What’s one thing you’d like to work on between now and when we 
catch up again?”



Remember

By guiding patients to set meaningful goals, 
articulate tangible actions and keep track 

of their progress, we set up an environment 
where they feel empowered and supported 

by their health team. 

Then, when they reach those small 
milestones, and they get that rewarding 

sense of achievement, it will make it a lot 
easier for to stay motivated and to keep 

going for their big goal.



Thank you for participating!

Got a question? 
Email: md@hotdoc.com.au 


