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Background: Interpersonal skills are crucial for successful clinician-patient interactions for optometrists,
and an integral part of optometry competency standards (Kiely & Slater, 2015) and health professionals’
code of conduct (AHPRA, 2022). Optometry students largely develop these skills through “in-person”
interactions. One pedagogical strategy to develop students’ interpersonal skills is to procure
“multisource” feedback from different sources (Chandler et al., 2010, Donnon et al., 2014, Holmboe &
Iobst, 2020, Stevens et al., 2018), particularly the “patient voice” (Baines et al., 2018, Bokken et al.,
2010, Clever et al., 2011, Haq et al., 2006, Tattersall 2002). Patients from the community can be
effectively involved in evaluating optometry students’ interpersonal skills in-person (Schmid et al.,
2020). Given increased demands for telehealth and e-learning, this study aimed to assess the feasibility
and utility of involving older adult volunteer patients in online interaction, evaluation and feedback
provision to improve optometry students’ “online” interpersonal skills.

Methods: Using Zoom, 40 student optometrists participated in a structured interaction with a de-
identified patient (aged 50+), which was observed by an unidentifiable teaching clinician. Patients,
teachers and students provided qualitative written feedback in response to two questions: “What two
things did the student do well?”” and “What two things could the student improve?”, and completed a
modified version of the Doctors’ Interpersonal Skills Questionnaire (DISQ) to quantitatively evaluate
interpersonal skills. A subset of students (n=19) completed two sessions. The overall DISQ scores were
compared using a repeated-measures analysis of variance (RM-ANOVA). At program conclusion, all
participants were invited to complete an anonymous survey about their perceived usefulness and
experience of the online activity.

Results: Patients gave higher overall ratings of students’ interpersonal skills than teachers (RM-ANOVA
main effect of feedback source: F(1,38)=7.40, p=0.01). For the subset of students that completed two
sessions, DISQ ratings from patients, teachers and students were higher for the second compared to the
first session (RM-ANOVA main effect of session: F(1,54)=7.76, p=0.01). Students agreed that patient
and teacher feedback was useful (97% and 93% of responses, respectively), and that they used the
feedback to improve their clinical competence (100% and 93% of responses, respectively). Patients and
teachers agreed that providing feedback made them feel they were helping the student learn (100% of
respondents), and found it easy to give constructive comment about how the student interacted (90% of
patients, 100% of teachers). However, about one-third (35%) and more than half of the students (57%)
reported feeling anxious knowing that the patient and teacher, respectively, would provide feedback,
while a small proportion of patients (3%) — but not teachers — felt anxious about providing feedback to
students.

Conclusions: This study demonstrates that involving older volunteers from the community in an online
interaction is feasible and useful in improving optometry student’s interpersonal skills. This is despite
eliciting some feelings of anxiousness in students, and to a lesser degree, in patients. Using telehealth
technology to reconnect with the community provides an alternative avenue by which students can
improve their interpersonal skills for better patient satisfaction and quality of care.
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