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ord pictures as a teaching tool for residents and
edical students

onald R. Furci, DO, FACOFP, Jeri A. O’Donnell, MA, LPCC
rom the Doctors Hospital Family Practice, Columbus, OH.
If “a picture is worth a thousand words,” how can we capture this concept to enhance physician and
patient communication and improve the overall relationship? How can medical educators help medical
students and residents put their patient education points into more memorable language? The answer
may lie in the use of word pictures. A word picture is a communication tool that uses a story or an
experience to activate both the intellect and the emotions and, in so doing, allows the person to relate
to the words, not just hear them. Using word pictures and concrete images improves perception and
comprehension.
© 2010 Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.
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The concept of word pictures is as old as ancient times
nd has been used in every society. The prophets, for ex-
mple, were masters at using word pictures to teach their
ollowers. One of the most familiar scriptural passages, the
ible’s 23rd Psalm, describes Christ as a shepherd caring

or his sheep.1 Historical figures such as Abraham Lincoln
nd Benjamin Franklin often used word pictures. Lincoln,
or example, described character like a tree and reputation
ike a shadow.2 Franklin used word pictures in his speeches
nd writings. One of the best examples was the epitaph he
rote for his own tombstone: “The body of Benjamin
ranklin, printer, like the cover of an old book, its contents

orn out and stripped of its lettering and gilding, lies here.”3

Many opportunities to teach the use of word pictures can
ccur while precepting residents. A dramatic example oc-
urred recently while precepting a third-year resident who
resented a case of a 42-year-old white female with a chief
omplaint of lower back pain, headaches, nausea, vomiting,
nd generalized fatigue, with an onset of one year prior. The
atient was diagnosed with major depression and prescribed
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selective serotonin reuptake inhibitor antidepressant, in
ddition to the tetracyclic antidepressant trazodone at bed-
ime. She had a complete work-up, which was noncontrib-
tory.

The resident expressed frustration with this patient be-
ause she was not responding well to his medical care and
e was tired of filling out her requests for time off. I took the
pportunity to introduce the resident to the concept of word
ictures to help him reframe his approach to the patient. I
sked him to picture a tree and to describe its parts. He gave
e the typical description of the standard leaves, branches,

nd tree trunk.
I asked him what was he dealing with during each visit

ith this patient, and he described her symptoms. I replied
hat her symptoms were like fallen leaves of the tree and
hat all he had been doing thus far is raking those leaves. I
uggested to him that in order to help this patient he was
oing to have to stop raking leaves and break ground to the
oot system where her problems really lay. The resident
nderstood this picture immediately. He even shared the
ord picture with his patient and received a positive re-

ponse, and she gradually opened up to him about some of
er psychological issues, and treatment then became more

ffective. Through a word picture, the resident made a
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eaningful connection with his patient and influenced the
ourse of treatment.

The mesolimbic system is a system of neurons in the
rain that secretes dopamine, a neurotransmitter, or chem-
cal messenger, that mediates emotion and pleasure. The
elease of dopamine in the mesolimbic system is tradition-
lly associated with euphoria.4 More often than not, physi-
ians appeal only to the cortex of the brain. Word pictures,
owever, allow physicians to also activate the mesolimbic
ystem of the brain, thus evoking an emotional and more
nforgettable response.

The use of word pictures as an effective means of com-
unication is an easy educational tool to learn or use. When

haping messages, it is helpful to remember that the mind
ikes to think in associations and word relationships to
xperiences, or the images in the mind and the idea of
omething that can be related to context. If you hear the
ord dog, you immediately think of a dog you own or
wned or have seen recently; You do not think of the word,
ut rather the animal.

Some other examples of using word pictures to educate
atients about some disease states include describing COPD
y having the patient picture an inflated balloon that deflates
s soon as it is inflated, emphysema by having the patient
icture the lungs as a paper bag that holds the air and is not
lastic, urinary incontinence as a dripping faucet, urinary
bstruction as a balloon with a clip on the stem, or Alzhei-
er’s dementia as a computer whose hard drive has been

isabled by a virus.
Sometimes a word picture can be made even clearer by

sing examples that fit the type of work a patient does or a
articular interest a patient has. For example, a gardener
ay relate to hypertension being described as a constricted

arden hose.
Another example of relating the word picture to an in-

ividual’s work is represented by the case of a 48-year-old
hite male with uncontrolled type 2 diabetes mellitus. He
ad been a difficult and generally noncompliant patient. On
ne visit he presented for diabetic care and had not followed

hrough on any recommendations from his previous visit.
asked him what it would take for him to realize how his
ack of blood sugar control was destroying his body. I then
sked him what line of work he was in. He responded that
e was an auto mechanic. I then decided to use a word
icture to help him gain a better understanding of his dis-
ase. When asked if he had ever seen a car battery that was
eaking acid, he said yes and described the destruction that
ccurred to the surrounding structures. I told him that is
xactly what was happening to his eyes, heart, kidneys, and
lood vessels from failing to control his diabetes. It was like
light bulb came on and from that point his compliance

egan to improve.
Word pictures can be an effective tool in physician-

atient communication by giving the patient a concrete
mage of their disease process or helping them identify roots
f a problem. The physician can be creative in tailoring
ord pictures to fit the needs and interests of the patient.
his technique is particularly relevant to the osteopathic
hilosophy and its belief in holistic treatment. As a profes-
ion, we understand that our patients are complex beings
omposed not only of body, but also of mind and spirit. It is
his complexity that can make patients a challenge to treat.
sing word pictures allows us to tap into the complexities
f our patients and communicate in ways that will enhance
heir understanding of our health messages. As you work
ith your patients, try using word pictures to help them see
hat you are trying to convey.
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