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Bad News Communication Protocols 
in the Medical Field

Communication Course
Part 1 - Basics



fundamental element for the 
existence and survival of 

human beings in any kind of 
environment and context. 

Communication



requires rapport - mutual 
understanding is an element 

of success in conveying 
information, emotions, ideas or 

opinions.



Communication skills are essential for healthcare professionals to 
develop effective relationships and partnerships with colleagues, 

patients and carers, with the ultimate goal of improving the quality 
and outcome of healthcare.

Communication and the medical industry



This particular aspect of communication can be particularly difficult for the healthcare 
provider, especially if he/she does not possess the appropriate skill set not only for 

delivering bad news, but also for managing the impact of communicating that news, both 
for the receiver and for him/herself. 

Communicating 
the bad news



roots in the Latin word "communis" which means "to share"
Keith Davis:

"Communication is the process of transmitting 
information and understanding from one person to 

another."

Communication 



• involves symbols
• requires meaning
• is cultural
• is relational
• involves frameworks
• is both presentational and 

representative
• is a transaction

Key Characteristics



a symbol is "a mark or 
character used as a 
conventional representation of 
an object, function or process"

Symbol /Sign/ Semnal

Communication is characterised by the use of 
symbols that can be verbal or non-verbal, such as 
words, logos, pictures, gestures, sounds or 
anything else that signifies a representation for 
something else.



Symbols are arbitrarily 
selected to represent 
something, while a sign is an 
indicator of something specific 
or a consequence that cannot 
be altered by arbitrary actions. 

Symbol/Sign/Semnal

Signs are different from 'symbols' in that they are 
based on social conventions. Signs are usually 
informative, regulatory, warning or prohibitive.



Signs are different from both 
'symbols' and 'signs' in that 
they are anchored directly in 
the perception-action 
coupling.

Symbol/Sign/Signal

The signal is not an invention of the mind, 
but can be discovered by the mind.



Interpretation is complex and can vary: 
- direct or contextual meaning

Important



Direct significance

red octagon in traffic 
perceived as 

"STOP"

line figures used to 
indicate men's and 

women's toilets

biohazard symbol



Indirect significance

a touch as a symbol 
of sympathy

the shape of a heart 
as a symbol of love

the logo of a well-
known company as 
a symbol of wealth 

and status



Exercise

Identify whether the 
meaning is direct or 
indirect and what it is.
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Exercise

Identify whether the 
meaning is direct or 
indirect and what it is.



Exercise
fumul ca semnal al unui foc

Identify whether the 
meaning is direct or 
indirect and what it is.



Exercise
o giruetă ca semnal al direcției vântului, etc.

Identify whether the 
meaning is direct or 
indirect and what it is.



Exercise
a footprint as a signal of presence.

Identify whether the 
meaning is direct or 
indirect and what it is.



) )



Source 
Message 
Channel 
Receiver 

Feedback 
Medium 

Background 
Interference

Components of 
communication



- designs the message and 
sends it to the receiver

- encodes the message by 
choosing the right symbols to 
convey the intended meaning
- may respond with supporting 

information or clarification if 
the receiver has not received 

the message properly

Source



- is composed of 
symbols put together to 

convey meaning
- also involves non-

verbal cues, grammar, 
style, organisation, 

lexical semantics, etc.

Message



- the medium or way in which 
the message travels between 

source and receiver

- three main categories:
Verbal

Written
Non-Verbal

Channel



- speaking and 
listening

- face-to-face 
conversations, 

telephone calls, voice 
messages, speeches, 

radio announcements, 
etc.

- tone can change the 
perceived meaning of 

a message 

Verbal Written Non-Verbal

- means for 
communicating 

textual messages
- text messages, e-

mails, letters, 
instructions, notes

- is often 
asynchronous

- how we 
communicate 

what we don't say
- understanding a 

message relies 55% 
on non-verbal cues 

such as body 
language



- the person for whom the 
message is intended

-understanding the 
message is influenced by a 

variety of factors such as 
knowledge, 

responsiveness, trust in the 
encoder, etc.

Receiver



- means responding to the 
source, whether intentionally 

or unintentionally
- composed of a variety of 

verbal and non-verbal signals
-allows the source to 

understand how well and 
accurately the message has 

been decoded

Feedback



- the space in which messages 
are sent and received

-can influence or indicate 
whether a discussion is 

formal/professional or more 
open and less formal

Environment



- the accumulation of 
elements that directly or 

indirectly influence the use of 
language

-elements can be physical, 
social, chronological, cultural, 

situational, etc.

Context



- can originate from any 
source that can alter or 

block the intended meaning 
of a message

- can be external: car horns, 
loud music, weak signal
or internal/psychological 
when thoughts/feelings 

disturb attention: anxiety, 
sadness

Interference



For the communication 
process to take place 

effectively, symbols and signs 
need to make sense.

Communication 
and meaning



The direction is influenced by a 
number of variables such as
social construction, context 

and accompanying verbal and 
non-verbal cues, as well as the 

way in which a message is 
conveyed



code words and phrases, also known as personal expressions.

Personal Expressions



"my hands are cold" as code for "I don't like this party, we should leave as soon 
as possible", but the second phrase would be offensive and rude if said out 

loud 

Example



Context

Can be:
-physical
(location)
- relational
- environmental



Physical context -
Example

.

"  BURNING FIRE "

Exercise - Identify how the physical 
context changes the perception of the 
message in the situations illustrated.



said while the person 
is near a barbecue, 
or near a campfire, 

fireplace, etc.



said while the person 
is near a barbecue, 
or near a campfire, 

fireplace, etc.



said while the person 
is near a barbecue, 
or near a campfire, 

fireplace, etc.
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is at the office, at the 

circus, watching a 
firework display, etc.



said while the person 
is at the office, at the 

circus, watching a 
firework display, etc.



said while the person 
is at the office, at the 

circus, watching a 
firework display, etc.



Relational context - Example
.

" I love you "

Exercise - Identify how the relational 
context changes the perception of the 
message in the situations illustrated.



when it comes from 
a parent



when it comes from 
the person you're 

flirting with



Relational context -
Environment 

.

the medium chosen to communicate influences how the receiver 
perceives (especially on an emotional level) not only the main 

message, but also additional messages, such as how you perceived 
the relationship, the respect you think it deserves, etc.



Context /environment -
Example

.

"I want to break up" 
"I give up

"John Doe is dead 

Exercise - Identify and discuss how the above 
messages may be perceived when delivered face-to-
face, in an email, in a text message, in a social 
media post, in a phone conversation. 



Context - verbal and non-verbal 
indicators 

.

Extremely important is the fact that verbal and non-verbal elements 
have a strong impact on meaning and perception 



"please come in to discuss the 
test results”

Example - verbal and non-verbal indicators 

Exercise - Identify non-verbal 
cues and discuss how they 
change the perception of the 
message in the situations 
illustrated.
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message in the situations 
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"the surgery was completed”
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People have a high tendency 
to take cultural knowledge 

for granted and make 
assumptions

Communication and 
culture



can manifest itself in a variety 
of ways: from greeting - one, 

two or three kisses on the 
cheek VS a handshake to the 

distance between 
interlocutors, eye contact, 
demeanour, the way the 

conversation is closed, etc.



the relationship between 
sender and receiver has a 

substantial impact on 
meaning, the way 

information is perceived and 
digested.

Communication 
and relations



In any communication scenario, 
we can identify two levels: content 

and relationship.



are basic forms of shared 
knowledge that create a 

scenario supporting 
communication.

Communication 
and frameworks



is a support element that 
allows us to discover things 

faster and adapt 
communication accordingly.



"what is your current salary?"

Example - frames 

Exercise - Identify the frames 
and discuss how they change 
the perception of the message 
in the situations illustrated.
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the perception of the message 
in the situations illustrated.



"how many days of abstinence 
do you have today?”

Example - frames 
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the perception of the message 
in the situations illustrated.



"how many days of abstinence 
do you have today?"

Example - frames 

Exercise - Identify the frames 
and discuss how they change 
the perception of the message 
in the situations illustrated.



communication is representative - a 
description of information, facts, etc.

communication is presentational - the 
information we communicate is passed 

through our personal filters 

Communication -
presentation and 
representation



Presentativeness manifests 
itself in your choice of words, 
the way you arrange them, 

your tone, non-verbal cues and 
often, what you choose not to 

say plays as important a role as 
what you say.



a court process

Example -presentation and representation



both defence and 
prosecution counsel 

present the same facts 
(representative character)

Example-presentation and representation



but the event is viewed 
and "explained" in two 

different ways 
(presentational character).

Example -presentation and representation



media channels that 
present different aspects 

of the same event so that 
the receiver perceives 

reality as each channel 
wishes.

Example -presentation and representation



Channel 1

Example -presentation and representation

Channel 2 



Channel  1

Example-presentation and representation

Channel 2 



Channel 1

Example-presentation and representation

Channel l 2 The Truth



Channel 1

Example - presentation and representation

Channel 2 



Channel 1

Example- presentation and representation

Channel 2 



different and more complex way of looking 
at communication 

'the construction of shared meaning or 
understanding between two or more 

individuals'.

Communication and 
transactions



when people communicate, 
there is more going on than 

the literal exchange of 
information, there are 

meanings that arise beyond 
the content of the message



two people argue - power 
is exercised or in other 

words, traded.

Example - communication as transaction



two friends share intimate 
thoughts, trust is traded

Example - communication as transaction



a gentleman opens the 
door for a lady, politeness 

is exchanged, etc.

Example - communication as transaction





- an exchange of information takes place
- includes at least the eight main elements 

covered in the previous section

The communication 
process



1.There is a sender
2.There is a recipient
3.The sender has an idea / holds information / etc.
4.The sender encodes the idea into a message 
5.The message is transmitted through the chosen channel
6.Noise interferes with the transmission process
7.Recipient receives the message
8.Recipient decodes the message
9.Recipient gives feedback

The cycle repeats as long as the communication takes place.

Illustrative sequence



Practical tips for streamlining 
the communication process



• Simplify the message, tailor the 
language to the audience and keep 

the information to the point



- Always consider the receiver, level of 
knowledge, needs and interests



- Actively listen to what the people 
around you are communicating. This 

will improve your communication 
skills



- Keep communication fluid by asking 
questions that are insightful and engage 

the questioner



- Pay attention to both your 
own body language and that of 

your interlocutors



- Make and maintain eye 
contact, it is an indication 

that you are actively 
listening and paying 

adequate attention to the 
interlocutor



- Patiently clarify the meaning 
of your message.

It may happen that the 
recipient does not always 

perceive the intended 
meaning of the message. Be 

sure to take the time to clarify 
your message and help 

him/her better understand 
what you intended to convey.
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