Palliative Care Communication Essentials for COVID-19

- Communication is very important at this time. It is better for patients and families to receive bad news than no news at all.
- Remember: ‘the smallest kindness can make all the difference’. Your communication can be very powerful.

Goals of Care Discussions

Medical
preparation
Check for ACP/ Advance directives
Which medical interventions will
help if he /she deteriorates?
Develop a medical opinion before
seeing the patient
Start to think in terms of shared
goals of care

“I am so sorry
you are feeling so
unwell”
“Can I start with
what you
understand so
far?”

Elicit discussion
preferences
Do you like to
talk about what
is happening?”
“Or not?”

Discuss serious
news & prognosis

“Is there
someone else we
should talk to?”

This is the outcome of a decisionmaking process between the
patient, family, whānau and the
clinical team(s)

•Before you call, what can you
find out about the patient?
•What do you need?
•Ground yourself so you can
be present with the person
you are calling- try to find a
private space to call from (or
a personal ritual such as
touching a greenstone
around your neck)

Tell them the
information they
need and want in
small chunks
“I’m afraid the news
is not good” “severe
pneumonia I am not
sure you will pull
through”
“I know this is not
what you wanted to
hear”

Try to identify the overall direction
for an episode of care (eg. curative,
restorative, focused on improving
quality of life or providing end-oflife care) and any limitations on
medical treatment.
PREPARATION

Giving Bad News

Check
understanding

Focus on using phrases such as “I wish” “I’m concerned” “I hope” “May I suggest”
“We want to make sure you have the best care possible”

INTRODUCTION
•Can I check I am speaking
with the daughter of [___]
•My name is [___]; I am one of
the nurses/doctors at [___]
facility. Are you the right
person for me to talk to
about [___].

GIVE THE SERIOUS / BAD
NEWS
•Give the news in short
‘chunks’ and stop: they are
very likely to be
overwhelmed and will most
likely not hear anything else.
•I am afraid that I have some
serious news. Pause. Your
grandmother has a severe
pneumonia.
•OR I am worried that time is
now short. Pause. She may
die very soon.
•OR I am afraid I have some
very sad news. Pause. Your
grandmother died in the
early hours this morning.

References / Resources for palliative symptom management and communication:

Hospice NZ COVID resources - https://www.hospice.org.nz/resources/covid-19-response
BC Centre for Palliative Care - https://bc-cpc.ca/cpc/publications/symptom-management-guidelines/
Health Quality and Safety Commission NZ – Serious Illness Conversation Guide
Find your local hospice service at https://www.hospice.org.nz/what-is-hospice/find-your-local-hospice/

Values goals
hopes fears
“If you were to
get sicker despite
everything we
are doing, what
would be most
important to
you?”
“What things
worry you the
most?”

EXPECT AN EMOTIONAL
RESPONSE OR SILENCE
•Leave silence. They may want
to speak. If not and you feel
you need to say something:
•"I am so sorry that this is
happening / has happened”
•OR "I can’t imagine how this
is for you."
•Leave silence again.

Make a recommendation
“In the light of your illness and what
you have told me, may I make a
recommendation?”
“My recommendation is to do
everything we can with the
resources we have to get you
through this”
“Do all we can with what we have to
help you recover and if things are
not going well, we will keep you
comfortable”
“I’m worried that you won't pull
through and we should focus on
your comfort’

THEY START ASKING
QUESTIONS
•Answer slowly as best as you
can.
•"She was very comfortable
when the nurse checked in
on her, and died around 4am
this morning.”
•“The virus unfortunately
caused a serious
pneumonia."

SUPPORTS AND NEXT
STEPS
•"Right now, is there someone
you can talk to about this?”
•“Is there someone else you
would like me to call?"
•Explain the process from here
with regard to burial /
cremation / funeral
arrangements
•Explain that someone will
notify their GP to inform of
death – may be another
support for family.

Te Ara Whakapiri – Care of the dying leaflet
https://www.health.govt.nz/publication/te-ara-whakapiri-principles-and-guidance-last-days-life
Vitaltalk 2020 – www.vitaltalk.org

