
Prognostic Communication 
Support Tool COVID-19
Breaking bad news is hard. Having a format can help you 
communicate clearly. Remember to expect emotions. 

Breaking bad news What you say or do:

Get Ready – Info, 
People, Place

• Make sure you have all the information you need at hand, including your medical 
assessment of the patient’s COVID-19 risk status for major complications or death. 

• Make sure you have all the right people in the room and/or on the phone 
or video conference.

Understand what 
the patient knows
Warning Shot

• “What thoughts have you had since the test?”
• “What information have you received so far from the doctors?”

• “I would like to talk about your test results, is that okay?”

Inform starting 
with a headline

• “We are worried you have COVID-19, and you have a <risk level here> risk for serious 
or critical illness.”

• 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 medical jargon.
• After the headline you will need to give more information, but after giving 

the headline, STOP and listen for patient’s response! 

Demonstrate empathy
Respond directly 
to emotion

• “I know this news is not what you were hoping for, and I wish I wasn’t having this 
conversation with you.”

• “This can be hard to think about, and I don’t mean to scare you.”
• Expect the patient’s first response to be emotion.
• Acknowledge the emotion explicitly.
• “We will do the best we can, and we are all committed to taking care of you.”

Equip the patient for 
the next step

• “How can we support you and your family?”
• “I want you to be prepared for the next steps. Can I explain what’s going to happen next?”
• Don’t dismiss concerns or say that everything will be fine.

Motivate – 
Ask-Tell-Ask

• “What have you heard about how COVID-19 makes you sick?”  
• “Can I tell you what I know?”
• “If things took a turn for the worse, what you say now can help your family / loved ones”
• “Who is your backup person – who helps us make decisions if you can’t speak? 

Who else?” (Having 2 backup people is best)
• “We’re in an extraordinary situation. Given that, what matters to you most 

(about any part of your life, your health care)?” 
• Give information clearly and to the point. For instance: “I am worried that 

when someone with medical issues like yours needs a breathing tube, we often 
are not able to get you off of it.” (Can do the same for CPR.)

Recommend

• Make a recommendation. “Based on what I’ve learned about you, 
I’d recommend (this). What are your thoughts?”

• “Please know that regardless of what we decide during this conversation, 
we remain very committed to taking care of you.”

• “What questions do you have?”

More specific Advance Care Planning Communication Support by risk category will be forth coming. This is intended as a 
general COVID-19 prognostic communication support tool.  Please page Palliative Care at (123-9577) for any additional needs.


