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ABC Stereo project: project aims

A Abbattere le

B Barriere

C Comunicative

S Sottotitoli in

TE TEmpo

RE REale in

O Ospedale

Breaking down communication barriers: 

real-time subtitling in hospitals

Real-time subtitling to facilitate doctor-patient

communication in all those contexts where

temporary or chronic conditions and/or physical

or linguistic barriers make a normal spoken

dialogue frustrating or even unsuccessful.

Hearing-impaired patients

Foreign patients

Physical barriers 



ABC Stereo project: possible system design

the patient 
reads the 

subtitles and 
replies orally

the system transcribes 
through voice 

recognition and real-
time subtitles

the healthcare 
providers 

address the 
patient orally

the complete transcript 

of the conversation is 

printed and stored for 

future use



Advantages of real-time captioning in medical contexts

Mixed oral-written communication to improve understanding

Printable transcript of the patient-doctor interaction

Transcribed information is more comprehensible than the medical report

A step towards a truly symmetrical doctor-patient relationship

Help in cases of medical malpractice.



Project stages

Theoretical study 

d/p communication

available technologies

Data collection

- Preliminary questionnaire

- semi-structured interviews

Identifying the most 

suitable technologies for 

medical contexts.

Identifying and fixing 

system shortcomings 

Testing the system in 

nursing homes and 

hospitals

1 2 3 4 5 



Data gathered so far

• Preliminary questionnaire

Google Form  88 replies

RQs:

1. To what extent are physicians and healthcare 

professionals required to communicate with patients in 

the presence of barriers?

2. How challenging is communication between health 

professionals and patients?

3. What modes of communication are currently used in 

healthcare settings and what are the main difficulties?

4. What are the needs of healthcare professionals and 

what is lacking in current communication methods?

• Semi-structured interviews

In-person or phone interviews  46 replies

RQs:

1. Do physicians, nurses and social-health workers differ

in the type of dialogue they have with patients?

2. Do physicians, nurses and social-health workers have

different expectations of the features of the system?

3. Are there further possible uses for the system being

studied?

4. Is there a difference in the disposition that healthcare

professionals have towards the use of technology

based on their age?



Summary of results: Preliminary questionnaire

1) communication is generally considered challenging

2) main difficulties: need to simplify the information, 

inability to check the patient's actual understanding and

impossibility of transcribing the necessary information manually

3) time constraints prevented the participants from repeating the required information several 

times

4) the modes of communication used were generally considered unsuitable

5) written notes are already commonplace

6) willingness to use a transcription system.
dissatisfaction with the communication methods currently used

general willingness to adopt a new system

difficulty in establishing a fruitful relationship with the patient

time constraints that clinical practice inevitably entails



• Preliminary questionnaire

Summary of results: Semi-structured interviews

1) Type of dialogue:

- physicians and nurses in long-stay units beyond just clinical data (longer dialogue)

- physicians and nurses in short-stay units privilege clinical data

- Social-health workers privilege the relationship with the patient

2) Possible uses of the system:

- communication disorders or cognitive deficits (dementia, Alzheimer's disease, and autistic)

- physically unable to have a direct dialogue with healthcare professionals (telemedicine services and hyperbaric chamber)

3) Concerns:

- Privacy

- Relationship

- Technology

The system 

should enable healthcare professionals to engage in a real dialogue with patients

might be particularly useful in long-stay units

should allow transcription while protecting the privacy (informed consent)

Training is needed.



Conclusions and future directions

1) survey of patients

2) most suitable technology

Software  speech recognition software and mobile apps

Hardware  screen size and resolution, integrated or attached microphone, screen mounted on the bed, etc.

3) Testing the system in 

- a nursing home 

- a hospital unit

comparing the performance of professionals and the level of satisfaction and compliance of patients with and without it.
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