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Bad News Communication Protocols 
in the Medical Field

Communication Course
Part 3 - specialisation



It is a form of communication 
that is impactful and effective 

because humans are 
biologically built to process the 

world visually 

Visual 
Communication



- It takes 1/4 second for the brain to 
process visual cues

- The human brain is "pre-wired" to 
automatically interpret relationships 
between objects, allowing almost 
instantaneous understanding with 

minimal effort



Exercise

Notice how 
quickly your 
eyes identify 
differences in 
attributes.
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Exercise

Notice which sign is easier/faster to understand?



Visual communication - a 
valuable tool for:

linking raw data to usable 
knowledge
- providing quick, concrete 
representations 
- communicating in a 
universal language
- developing persuasiveness



- involves writing, typing or printing 
symbols to send messages
- provides a record of information 
and is essential in environments 
where record keeping is required, 
such as a medical setting
-relies on grammar, punctuation, 
choice of symbols, proper 
organization of order, and cohesive 
composition

Written communication



Practical tips for streamlining 
the communication process 



Use coherent language and respect 
factual and specific information.

Clarity - helps the receiver understand



Include only details that are necessary 
to communicate the information

Conciseness - helps maintain clarity by avoiding 
complicated structures or unnecessary 

information.



Use active voice whenever 
possible to make sentences 

flow better and allow the reader 
to move through the message 

at a faster pace.

Active Verbal Language - Active Voice - makes 
content accessible and easy to follow



Example
active voice VS passive voice 

Active voice - Mrs Popescu took her medication every day.
Passive voice - Mrs Popescu took her medication every day.

Active voice - Nurse Ana will give Mrs Popescu a dose of B12 daily.
Passive voice - The dose of B12 will be given to Mrs Popescu daily by Nurse 
Ana.



Make sure you use punctuation, 
articles, prepositions, tenses, 

genders and other basic 
grammar correctly.

Grammar and punctuation - for easy to 
understand sentences



Know your objective before you 
write, it will keep your message 

focused and clear. Start with 
the key point and add the 

necessary supporting details.

Organisation - prompts the reader to act



Example - Style differences in language 
Formal language Informal language

Definition Used for professional, academic, legal 
purposes

Used for casual communication and personal purpos

Characteristic of sentence Long and complex Short and simple

Voice Passive Active

Tone Official, Serious, Sombre Easy, friendly

language Formal directly

Interjections No yes

Pronounce Person a3a First, second and third person

Contracts No Yes

Argou No Yes

Emotional tone None / extremely limited Vast

Linking words În addition, consequently, therefore, 
etc.

And, but, etc.

Verbs A single word Phrase/expressions

Preferred vocabulary Words of Latin/French origine Words of Anglo-Saxon origine 



- hinders effective communication 
- can happen throughout the communication 
process
- can be classified into three main types, with an 
almost infinite range of subtypes and specificities:
Physical barriers
Psychological/emotional barriers
Language barriers

Barriers in communication



-distance, closed doors, 
physical deficiencies, material 

obstacles, etc.

Physical barriers



the psychological state of the 
communicators always has an 
impact on how the message is 
sent, received and interpreted

Psychological/emotional barriers



how a person communicates 
both verbally and non-verbally

Language barriers



· Use of specific language, overly complicated terms, jargon and 
unfamiliar symbols
- Distractions, irrelevance, inattention
- Emotional barriers, taboos, different perceptions
- Physical disabilities such as speech and hearing impairments
- Differences in point of view, stereotypes and false assumptions
- Physical barriers, such as personal protective equipment (face 
masks, face covers, etc.), distance and obstacles
- Different norms of social interaction such as perception of personal 
space, etc.

Common barriers:



While communicating, give verbal 
and non-verbal signals. Smile (if 

appropriate), nod, make eye contact 
and don't hesitate to ask clarifying 

questions and paraphrase the 
speaker's ideas. Don't hesitate to use 

small verbal comments such as 
"aham" to reassure the speaker that 

you are listening and encourage 
them to continue.

Practical 

Tips



Use appropriate language. Always consider who 
you are talking to and avoid using medical 
terminology or specific terms and jargon when 
communicating. If the other person is unfamiliar 
with the terms used they may be intimidated and 
embarrassed to admit their lack of understanding.

Practical Tips



Practice empathy. Try to understand and 
consider the emotional state of your 
interlocutor so that you can better 
recognise their needs and address their 
concerns.

Practical Tips



Review and edit. When using written 
communication, take time to review and 
make corrections as needed. This will 
allow you to ensure that your message 
has a high degree of accuracy and 
professionalism.

Practical Tips
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Practical Tips



Effective communication should 
not be seen as an optional skill, but 
rather as an essential and 
integrated part of healthcare. 

The importance of effective 
health communication



The provision of care depends 
on how the exchange of 
information between the 
primary care provider, medical 
staff and specialists involved in 
the case, the patient and, 
frequently, the caregivers takes 
place.

The importance of effective 
health communication



Bad news is a difficult but 
unavoidable part of 
healthcare for both medical 
staff and patients.

Health and bad news



While there are a variety of techniques that 
can and should be used when 
communicating such news, it's hard to say 
that there's a perfect recipe for accomplishing 
this task, as every interlocutor is different.

Health and bad news



These individual characteristics and traits 
preclude a "one-size-fits-all/standard" 
approach, so the communicator can explore 
a range of tools and techniques to discover 
the optimal approach.

Health and bad news



Generally, bad news is associated with a grim 
diagnosis such as cancer or Alzheimer's disease or 
death, but the range of bad news is broader than this 
and can range from telling a patient that they need to 
take medication for the rest of their life, to telling a 
patient that they have a low egg count or telling 
family members to prepare for a deterioration in the 
patient's cognitive or motor functions.

Health and bad news



Patients need to understand 
both diagnosis and prognosis in 
order to be involved in medical 
decision-making and to ensure 
that their preferences and values 
are present in treatment and 
care plans.

The importance of diagnosis and prognosis



Prognosis is associated with life expectancy, 
but actually takes into account both disease-
related and treatment-related information, 
such as disease spread, chance of cure, 5-
or 10-year survival rates, qualitative 
expectations of disease progression, and 
differences in morbidity and mortality with 
and without treatment 

The importance of diagnosis and prognosis



When it comes to the perspective of medical 
staff on conveying prognostic information, 
most report facing greater difficulty than in 
disclosing the diagnosis. 

Bad news 
the medical staff perspective



communication in the 
healthcare context has a 
variety of consequences that 
influence overall performance



diagnostic decisions are 
largely based on patient 
history, yet studies show that 
this process is often 
hampered because patients 
do not have the opportunity or 
time to tell their story

Accuracy of diagnosis



Interruptions and limited time not only 
compromise the accuracy of the 
diagnosis, but can lead the patient to 
perceive that their story, i.e. what they 
are communicating, is not important. This 
can lead to reluctance and ultimately 
destabilise the doctor-patient 
relationship.

Patient's perception



The extent to which patient 
behaviour complies with the 
healthcare provider's 
recommendations is extremely 
important, and effective 
communication has a big impact on 
adherence levels. 

Adherence



It is estimated that about one third of adverse 
events in healthcare are attributed to human and 
system error. Research has shown that nearly 
66% of all medical errors arise from ineffective 
team/patient communication. Vulnerability to 
medical errors is higher when healthcare 
providers are stressed, manage complex task 
situations and do not communicate effectively

Patient safety



Some of the essentials for nursing team 
satisfaction include administrative and 
interpersonal support, respect, value, 
understanding, listening, clarity of roles and 
duties, fairness in work, and of course, fair 
compensation. When communication among 
team members is done effectively, it 
facilitates a culture of mutual support, 
leading to increased job satisfaction and 
lower burnout rates.

Team satisfaction



Studies of plaintiff filings in malpractice cases 
show that 71% of claims were initiated as a 
consequence of the relationship with the 
healthcare provider and most patients perceived 
their healthcare provider as indifferent. 
Furthermore, one in four patients claimed that the 
provision of medical information was not carried 
out properly and 13% specifically identified a lack 
of listening as a problem.

Exposure to malpractice



Communicate
Take your time and do your best to 
explain information clearly. Try to 
understand the patient's 
experience, values and views and 
offer viable options. Always take 
your patient's issues seriously and 
avoid making them feel like they 
don't matter.

Practical Tips



Waiting
Always do your best 
to give the patient 
the opportunity and 
the time and context 
to tell their story.

Practical Tips



Control
Always try to encourage 
your patients to express 
their concerns, ideas and 
expectations.

Practical Tips



Time
Do your best to give enough time to 
each of your patients. Often patients 
feel like they are against the clock when 
talking to their healthcare provider and 
this can compromise both the 
relationship and the sharing of essential 
information.

Practical Tips



Dignity
Try to encourage your 
patients to be involved in 
healthcare decisions and 
show them that their 
opinions and feelings are 
respected.

Practical Tips



The three main elements that make a difference 
for patients when they receive bad news are:

Important

• Content: clarity and quality of 
information, 
comprehensibility and 
completeness

• Facilitation
• Support: care, empathy, 

attention



The most common issues that patients have identified 
about when they receive bad news are:

Important

• Not enough time for conversation
• Inappropriate physical context (in the hallway, by the door, etc.)
• Uncaring behaviour displayed by the doctor when 
• delivers bad news (depersonalised approach)
• Lack of attention from the doctor
• Use of specific medical terminology
• Lack of emotional support from healthcare provider
• Lack of direction or facilitation as to what to do next
• Dismissive attitude



Emotionally tailored communication to serve the 
purpose of understanding the patient's emotion 
(clinical empathy)

The defining elements of effective bad 
news reporting



Delivering information in a sensitive 
manner and in a way that fits the 
circumstances and encourages trust

The defining elements of effective bad 
news reporting



Active listening and ability to check 
patient understanding

The defining elements of effective bad 
news reporting



Effective questioning skills to find out the 
patient's main concerns, perception of 
problems and very importantly the 
emotional, social and physical impact on 
them

The defining elements of effective bad 
news reporting



Providing information using effective 
explanatory skills tailored to the patient's 
needs and abilities

The defining elements of effective bad 
news reporting



Patient counselling and education

The defining elements of effective bad 
news reporting



Making informed and personalised
decisions based on the patient and their 
preferences, views, opinions and values

The defining elements of effective bad 
news reporting



Discussing treatment options in a 
way that helps the patient fully 
understand the implications

The defining elements of effective bad 
news reporting



Different perceptions - Generally, delivering bad news involves a 
triad of healthcare provider, patient and relatives. Each member of 
this triad may have different perceptions of bad news. Studies have 
shown that doctors tend to express their professional views without 
or before attempting to assess how severe the diagnosis/prognosis 
is from the patient's perspective.

The defining elements of effective bad 
news reporting



Comfort zone - Delivering bad news can sometimes 
make healthcare staff feel powerless or even 
frustrated. The natural tendency to stay in a comfort 
zone may cause the healthcare provider to delay or 
even limit the delivery of bad news.

The defining elements of effective bad 
news reporting



It's important to give patients the chance to 
learn all the information from you, as this can 
prevent them from seeking and finding 
misleading information elsewhere. It is also 
important for you not to carry the burden of 
omission. Even though avoiding such 
conversations might bring back stress for the 
moment, putting off the discussion will trigger 
a buildup of stress and anxiety in the long run.

Practical Tips



Healthcare provider fears - Healthcare staff reveal 
that they often fear being perceived as cold or 
uncaring by patients and their relatives. Furthermore, 
they experience discomfort when talking about bad 
news and often feel anxious waiting for patient or 
family reactions to it.

The defining elements of effective bad 
news reporting



Try to see yourself as more than a passive 
messenger of medical information to your 
patient. Think and behave as an interpreter 
and shaper of your patient's health and well-
being. A "big picture" mindset will allow you to 
conquer the fear of immediate reactions and 
manage them.

Practical Tips



A healthcare provider needs to 
interact with people from extremely 
diverse socio-cultural backgrounds. 
An individual's transmitted social 
behaviour strongly influences the 
way they communicate, not only in 
terms of symbols and signs, but also 
because of different mentalities.

Attention



Stereotypes: people tend 
to rely on oversimplified 
clichés about individuals 
from different cultures, 
ethnicities, social levels, 
etc.

Attention



Ethnocentrism: people tend to 
view other cultures through their 
own lens. When this happens, we 
tend to implicitly believe that our 
views and the way we do things 
are correct and judge behaviours
that are not in line with our way of 
seeing things.

Attention



Conflicting values: sometimes we may 
feel that other people's behaviours
compromise our values or we simply 
don't agree with or understand their 
behaviour, and then culture clashes 
occur.

Attention



• preference for direct communication VS 
indirect communication

• preference for task-oriented VS relationship-
oriented interactions

• preference for strong open disagreement VS 
subtle disagreement

• preference for formal VS informal
• preference for flexibility VS structure
• preference for egalitarianism VS hierarchy

Common conflict mindsets/behaviours



Adequate communication
can be therapeutic



"The life of a sick person can be shortened not only by 
acts, but also by the words or manner of medical staff. It 

is, therefore, a sacred duty to guard carefully in this 
respect and to avoid all things which tend to discourage 

the patient and depress his spirit. "
(First Code of Medical Ethics of the American Medical 

Association, 1847)
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