
                                       "GUIDE" 
         Step                                      What you say or do 

Get Ready – Info, People, Place              “Let me take a minute to make sure I’ve got what I need.”                               

.                                                                      Make sure you have all the information you need at hand                    

.                                                                      Make sure you have all the right people in the room                                                          

.                                                                     Find a place with some privacy 

Understand what the patient knows       “What thoughts have you had since the biopsy?”                                                    

.                                                                     “What have you taken away from other doctors so far?” 

Inform starting with a headline                 “The CT scan shows that the cancer has gotten worse”                        

.                                                                     Give the information clearly and to the point with a one-                        

.                                                                     sentence headline of the most important piece of                            

.                                                                     information you want them to take away                                                    

.                                                                     Avoid jargon                                                                                          

.                                                                     After the headline you will need to give more information,                 

.                                                                     but after giving the headline, STOP! 

Dignify Emotion by responding directly            “I can see this news is not what you were hoping for.”                 

.                                                                             Expect the patients first response to be emotion                

.                                                                             Acknowledge the emotion explicitly.  

Equip the patient for the next step            “Is there anything I could do to make this a little easier?”                

.                                                                     “I want you to be prepared for the next step. Can I explain.”        

.                                                                      Don’t dismiss concerns or say that everything will be fine.  
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         "SCARS"                                                    "SPIKES" 
 

Setting       Set up 

Communicate with kindness    Perception 

Ask       Invitation 

Reflect and Respond     Knowledge 

Summarize and Plan           Empathy 

        Summary and Strategy 

     

"NURSE" 

                                      Example                                           Notes 

Naming          “It sounds like you are frustrated”         In general, turn down the intensity    

.                                                                                       a notch when you name the emotion 

Understanding    “This helps me understand          Think of this as another kind of            

.                                   what you are thinking”               acknowledgment but stop short of      

.                                                                                     suggesting you understand everything 

.                                                                                     (you don't) 

Respecting     “I can see you have really been          Remember that praise also fits in                                   

'                          trying to follow our instructions”           here eg "I think you have done a                                

.                                                                                      great job with this"  

Supporting  “I will do my best to make sure you       Making this kind of commitment is a   

.                         have what you need”                           powerful statement  

Exploring     “Could you say more about what          Asking a focused question prevents    

.                         you mean when you say that…”         this from seeming too obvious 

 

  "ASK-TELL-ASK"                 Example                          Notes 

Tell me more         “Tell me more about…”  Use when you are not sure what someone is             

.                                                                                        talking about, rather than jump to an assumption 

Ask-tell-ask        “What do you think about…”         Related to Assess-Knowledge-Respond in SPIKES 

                             “Here’s what the tests show”         Think of this as one unit of information transfer 

                             “Does that make sense…?”                    

“I wish” statements  “I wish I could say that             Enables you to align with the patient while  .                                      

.                                   the chemo always works”          acknowledging the reality of the situation 

 

 

Conversation Guides 

 



 

Serious Illness Conversation Guide 
PATIENT-TESTED LANGUAGE 
           

 “I’d like to talk about what is ahead with your illness and do some thinking in advance about what is important to you so that I can              
make sure we provide you with the care you want — is this okay?” 

 
 
 
 “What is your understanding now of where you are with your illness?” 
 “How much information about what is likely to be ahead with your illness would you like from me?” 

 
 “I want to share with you my understanding of where things are with your illness...”  

 

  Uncertain: “It can be difficult to predict what will happen with your illness. I hope you will continue to live well for a long time but I’m      
. worried that you could get sick quickly, and I think it is important to prepare for that possibility.” OR 

 

  Time: “I wish we were not in this situation, but I am worried that time may be as short as ___ (express as a range, e.g. days to         
. weeks, weeks to months, months to a year).” OR 

 

  Function: “I hope that this is not the case, but I’m worried that this may be as strong as you will feel, and things are likely to get         
. more difficult.” 

 
 “What are your most important goals if your health situation worsens?” 

 “What are your biggest fears and worries about the future with your health?” 

 “What gives you strength as you think about the future with your illness?” 

 “What abilities are so critical to your life that you can’t imagine living without them?” 

 “If you become sicker, how much are you willing to go through for the possibility of gaining more time?” 

 “How much does your family know about your priorities and wishes?” 

 
 “I’ve heard you say that ___ is really important to you. Keeping that in mind, and what we know about your illness, I recommend        

. that we _____. This will help us make sure that your treatment plans reflect what’s important to you.” 

 “How does this plan seem to you?” 

 “I will do everything I can to help you through this.” 
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