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Have you ever tried to support someone to change 
their behaviour, yet no matter how much information you 

gave them, or ideas to try, they didn’t change? 

It starts with a conversation: 
Using Healthy Conversation Skills© to support 

people to improve their health behaviours

BACKGROUND

• Supporting women to eat healthily and be active is 
recommended to reduce the risk of poor pregnancy, birth and 
chronic disease outcomes for both mother and child.

• Changing people’s behaviour by instruction and advice-giving, 
as used in traditional healthcare, is usually ineffective.

• Antenatal care providers report many barriers to having 
behaviour change conversations with women. These include a 
lack of behaviour change communication skills, concern about 
negatively influencing client rapport, and not enough time.

• Healthy Conversation Skills (HCS) is a brief, person centred 
communication approach that uses exploratory conversations 
to understand the world of the person, and the context of their 
behaviour. It supports them to plan their own path to change.

• This study examined the impact of HCS training on health care 
providers’ (i) competence in using ‘open discovery questions’ 
and ii) barriers to having behaviour change conversations.
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FINDINGS

• Pre-training, health care providers responded using the following 
communication techniques in behaviour change conversations: 
Telling/suggesting (37%), reflection/empathy (12%), closed 
questions (18%), ‘in my experience’ (4%), other open questions (e.g. 
why, who, when; 2%), and open discovery questions (only 25%).

• Their use of open discovery questions (a HCS skill) post-training 
increased significantly to 96%, and remained much higher than pre-
training at follow-up (87%).

• The confidence ratings of health care providers for having 
behaviour change conversations increased significantly post-
training, including with Aboriginal clients.

• This study examined 8 domains (broad areas where a psychology 
theory applies, guided by the Theoretical Domains Framework). 
Before training, 6 of these 8 domains were identified as potential 
barriers to having behaviour change conversations, including: Skills; 
beliefs about capabilities; intentions; goals; memory, attention and 
decision processes; and behavioural regulation.

• The training significantly improved the domains of skills, beliefs 
about capabilities and goals (i.e. an outcome they want to achieve), 
when comparing the results from pre-training and follow-up.

We looked at changes in competence and barriers to having 
behaviour change conversations at three points in time: 

Pre-training, post-training and follow-up (6-10 weeks post-
training). 64 health care providers were surveyed.

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR PRACTICE

Healthy Conversation Skills (HCS) training increased the competence 
of health care providers in using HCS, and addressed some of their 
barriers to having behaviour change conversations with clients. 

Wider implementation of HCS training may be a capacity-building 
strategy to support health professionals to use person-centred 
approaches to health behaviour change with women during 
preconception, pregnancy and postpartum.

What is CRE HiPP

The Centre of Research Excellence in Health in Preconception and 
Pregnancy (CRE HiPP) is an innovative, passionate, multi-disciplinary 
team of researchers, clinicians, students and consumers. 

We aim to refine and implement health promotion, lifestyle 
improvement and obesity prevention, strategically targeting women 
preconception and during pregnancy, to improve the health of 
women and the next generation.

Find out more about CRE HiPP at our website: hipp.org.au.
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