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“The bad news about breaking “The bad news about breaking 
bad news is that bad news bad news is that bad news 

is bad news.”is bad news.”
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A Definition:A Definition:
Bad news is any news that seriously Bad news is any news that seriously 

and adversely affects the patient’s and adversely affects the patient’s 
view of his or her future.view of his or her future.
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““BEFOREBEFORE YOU TELL, YOU TELL, ASK.ASK.””
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Separate MESSAGE from MESSENGERSeparate MESSAGE from MESSENGER

•• Even though the message is bad,Even though the message is bad,
the messenger can be seen as part of thethe messenger can be seen as part of the
support system.  support system.  
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SS Getting the Getting the SETTINGSETTING right,right,

PP What the patientWhat the patient PERCEIVESPERCEIVES,,

II An An INVITATIONINVITATION to share the news,to share the news,

KK Giving the Giving the KNOWLEDGE,KNOWLEDGE,

EE EMPATHISINGEMPATHISING && EXPLORINGEXPLORING
the patient’s emotions, andthe patient’s emotions, and

SS STRATEGYSTRATEGY and and SUMMARYSUMMARY..
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S S -- SETTINGSETTING
Physical Context:Physical Context:

•• privacyprivacy
•• family membersfamily members
•• body language body language -- sit downsit down
•• eye contacteye contact
•• positioningpositioning
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Physical Context:Physical Context:
•• body language and positioningbody language and positioning
•• “the psychotherapy neutral position” “the psychotherapy neutral position” 
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Listening Skills:Listening Skills:
•• silence silence 
•• repetitionrepetition
•• “listening mode”“listening mode”
•• touch (as appropriate)touch (as appropriate)
•• avoid office interruptions avoid office interruptions 
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P P -- Finding Out What the Patient   Finding Out What the Patient   
Knows or Knows or PERCEIVESPERCEIVES

•• Different ways of askingDifferent ways of asking
•• Assess vocabulary and  comprehension Assess vocabulary and  comprehension 
•• Note denial (if present)Note denial (if present)
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I I -- INVITATIONINVITATION by the Patient to by the Patient to 
Share the InformationShare the Information

•• Different ways of askingDifferent ways of asking
•• Level of information to provide Level of information to provide 
•• Aim to get a clear invitationAim to get a clear invitation



Breaking Bad NewsBreaking Bad News

K K -- Giving the Giving the KNOWLEDGEKNOWLEDGE and and 
Medical FactsMedical Facts

•• AligningAligning——starting at a point starting at a point 
compatible with the patient’s current compatible with the patient’s current 
comprehension and terminologycomprehension and terminology
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KK ((continuedcontinued)) Giving Giving KNOWLEDGEKNOWLEDGE

•• Small chunksSmall chunks -- check receptioncheck reception
•• Avoid “medspeak”Avoid “medspeak”
•• Adjust pace according to patient’s Adjust pace according to patient’s 

responseresponse
•• Acknowledge all responses Acknowledge all responses 
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EE -- Acknowledging Acknowledging EMOTIONSEMOTIONS

• Avoid downplaying severity of situationdownplaying severity of situation
•• The “Empathic Response”The “Empathic Response”
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The Empathic ResponseThe Empathic Response

1.1.Identify the Identify the emotionemotion (theirs or yours)(theirs or yours)
2.2.Identify the Identify the sourcesource of the emotionof the emotion
3.3.Respond in a way that shows you have Respond in a way that shows you have 

made that made that connectionconnection

•• You don’t have to agree with the viewpointYou don’t have to agree with the viewpoint
•• You don’t have to feel the emotion yourselfYou don’t have to feel the emotion yourself
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EE--VV--E: E: The key to addressing emotionsThe key to addressing emotions

Each response should be one of theseEach response should be one of these
•• EEXPLORING XPLORING 
•• VVALIDATING ALIDATING 
•• EEMPATHICMPATHIC
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SS -- STRATEGY & SUMMARYSTRATEGY & SUMMARY

•• Develop plan collaborativelyDevelop plan collaboratively
•• Summarize main areasSummarize main areas
•• ““Any questions for now?Any questions for now?” ” 
•• Clear plan for next stepsClear plan for next steps



A SummaryA Summary

The SThe S--PP--II--KK--EE--S MethodS Method

•• Easy to remember steps Easy to remember steps 
•• Physicians can separate themselves Physicians can separate themselves 

from the “bad news”from the “bad news”
•• A quality and fair approach for good A quality and fair approach for good 

patient carepatient care
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“ Breaking bad news is never easy or “ Breaking bad news is never easy or 
pleasant:  but at least having some pleasant:  but at least having some 
plan or approach increases the plan or approach increases the 
professional’s feeling of confidenceprofessional’s feeling of confidence --
and that is often perceived as and that is often perceived as 
increased competence.”increased competence.”
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ReferencesReferences

•• CDCD--ROM set,ROM set, A Practical Guide to A Practical Guide to 
Communication Skills in Cancer Care, Communication Skills in Cancer Care, byby Drs. Drs. 
Robert Buckman and Walter F. BaileRobert Buckman and Walter F. Baile includes includes 
scenarios illustrating the Sscenarios illustrating the S--PP--II--KK--EE--S strategy in S strategy in 
clinical practice.  Order by calling (clinical practice.  Order by calling (866) 488866) 488--8234.8234.

•• HANYS BCDP™ HANYS BCDP™ Provider Tools for Bridging the Provider Tools for Bridging the 
Gap: A Resource Kit for Helping Newly Diagnosed Gap: A Resource Kit for Helping Newly Diagnosed 
Breast Cancer PatientsBreast Cancer Patients©©.  Free download at .  Free download at 
www.hanys.org/quality_index/Breast_Cancer_Projwww.hanys.org/quality_index/Breast_Cancer_Proj
ect/resourcekits.htmect/resourcekits.htm
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•• Good patient careGood patient care
•• Fulfillment as a physicianFulfillment as a physician



Medical Disclaimer
Terms and Conditions of Use
By accessing, viewing, or using the material available on or through the Healthcare
Association of New York State’s Breast Cancer Demonstration Project (HANYS
BCDP™) Web site, you, the user, indicate that you understand and intend these
terms and conditions to be legal, that you accept such terms and conditions, and that
you agree to be legally bound by them.  

1. The HANYS BCDP™ Web site is intended for informational purposes only.  
HANYS BCDP™ makes available certain information provided by third parties 
related to various professional fields such as medicine.  HANYS does not give 
advice in any such fields and in no way endorses any of the information 
provided in this manner. 

HANYS STRONGLY SUGGESTS THAT YOU SEEK ADVICE FROM A 
COMPETENT PROFESSIONAL REGARDING ISSUES IN ANY 
PROFESSIONAL FIELD. 



2. The resources for The S-P-I-K-E-S Strategy for Breaking Bad News© were 
developed  for viewing on the HANYS BCDP™ Web site for informational 
purposes only.  Duplication of this presentation is prohibited.

3. Resources for The S-P-I-K-E-S Strategy for Breaking Bad News© and HANYS 
BCDP™ Web site are © Copyright 2003 Healthcare Association of New 
York State, Inc.  All rights reserved.  The Healthcare Association of New 
York State also owns a copyright in this Web site as a collective work and/or 
compilation and in the selection, coordination, arrangement, and enhancement
of such content.  All materials contained on or available through the HANYS
BCDP™ Web Site, unless otherwise indicated, are protected by law
including, but not limited to United States copyright and trademark law and 
other state, national, and international laws and regulations.

4. The development of this presentation was supported by the New York 
State Assembly and Grant/Cooperative Agreement Number 
H75/CCH221302-01 awarded to the Healthcare Association of New
York State from the federal Center for Disease Control and Prevention
(CDC).  The contents are solely the responsibility of the authors and 
do not necessarily represent the official views of CDC.
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