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Introduction 
A number of methods and frameworks exist to assist 
medical teachers instructing trainees on breaking bad 
news.1,2 However, less-commonly available are methods to 
help trainees (and educators teaching those trainees) 
manage the personal cost that can come with breaking bad 
news, despite evidence that students can experience 
trauma secondary to clinical experiences.3  

The act of breaking bad news takes a toll on more than just 
the patient. Repeatedly breaking bad news leads to 
burnout4 and compassion fatigue5 in even seasoned 
healthcare providers. The process of breaking bad news 
can induce feelings of isolation and significant distress for 
the individual conveying the news, even self-blame if the 
encounter does not go as planned.6 Medical students 
themselves have described sadness, anxiety, fear, 
discomfort, and distress with breaking bad news;7 
furthermore, inexperience with breaking bad news is 
associated with stress and impeded performance.8 
Trainees need to simultaneously learn how break bad 
news, a challenging process in itself, while also learning 
how to manage their own emotions and responses to the 
situation at hand. Sadly, commonly used teaching 
strategies do not explicitly allow teaching and debriefing 
around the personal toll of breaking bad news, leading to 
the aforementioned emotional distress, and even 
questioning their place in medicine.  

Therefore, based on the available literature as well as our 
pooled experiences, we propose here five ways to “get a 
grip” on helping trainees with the emotional toll that can 
come with breaking bad news. For convenience and ease 
of remembering, the tips are arranged in the acronym 
“GUARD”:  

1. Guidance and mentorship 
Mentorship is an important resource for trainees, valuable 
on many fronts, including helping trainees learn to navigate 
complex interpersonal scenarios, such as breaking bad 
news to patients towards whom one feels a sense of 
commitment and responsibility.9 Having face-to-face 
contact (both teaching and observation) and time with 
physicians who break bad news frequently is helpful in 
increasing student comfort with this process.10 Experiences 
with multiple physicians’ styles of breaking bad news also 
increase trainee comfort with the process,11 as learners can 
then begin to form their own approach. Additionally, 
formal teaching of a framework helps people learn how to 
break bad news.12 As mentioned previously, inexperience 
with breaking bad news is associated with impeded 
performance,8 and training and mentorship may help with 
this. Despite such approaches and skills development, 
however, breaking bad news repeatedly may lead to 
trainees questioning their career choice, and mentorship is 
invaluable in such situations.14 
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2. Unburden yourself 
Ultimately, an important part of the physician’s role is to 
convey information in an understandable, digestible way to 
patients and their families. Teaching our trainees that, 
really, the only thing in our control is how we approach this 
process–and, indeed, it is our responsibility to engage in 
this process–can help trainees learn how to approach these 
conversations with less fear and walk away with less guilt. 
Prior studies have shown that healthcare workers can 
experience vicarious, or secondary, trauma from clinical 
situations.15 Being mindful of the aspects of our clinical 
work that lie in and out of our control (and debriefing with 
trainees after the fact) can be beneficial and help create a 
sustainable path forward in a medical career.16  

3. Anticipate 
For nearly all physicians, breaking bad news to patients and 
families is inevitable. Consider an ICU physician sharing the 
diagnosis of brain death, an emergency medicine physician 
discussing a failed resuscitation attempt of a car accident 
victim, or a surgeon debriefing after an aborted resection 
due to the discovery of metastases. Such examples are 
sudden and unexpected, resulting in distress for both 
patient and doctor. However, many times in fields such as 
oncology or internal medicine, a patient’s eventual decline 
is expected, or even inevitable.17 Having ongoing 
conversations with patients and families regarding 
expectations and disease trajectory can help prevent 
dropping the “bomb” or bad news, thus allowing for more 
thorough conversations18 and making the process easier 
for all parties involved.19 For example, a suggested practice 
might be to discuss options based on scan results before a 
scan occurs. This allows a patient to feel “warned’–as well 
that a plan is already in place–for the possibility that there 
may be bad news from the scans.20 This “patient readiness” 
is also embedded into protocols for breaking bad news,1 
although a series of conversations, when possible, may 
help soften the impact, for both the patient and the 
physician. 

4. Rest and Restoration 
Medical training is an arduous process, with long hours of 
clinical work, call, study time for examinations, research 
time, extracurriculars, and more. This may result in 
decreased time and energy for even basic self-care, such as 
sleeping, eating, personal hygiene, and or simple 
relaxation. Although challenging in the current medical 
education setting, it is imperative that educators and 
training programmes create an environment that allows for 

both basic self-care as well as more restorative work 
needed to heal from adverse events.22 

5. Debriefing and Reflection 
Having the opportunity to reflect on difficult events is an 
important step in coping with the aftermath.7 Reflection 
itself can take several forms, ranging from a few minutes of 
quiet thought to a group debrief led by a facilitator, to 
writing down one’s thoughts formally,23 to using structured 
resources or tools, whether alone or with others. Specific 
tools, such as the Oncology Ribbon of Reflection, can be 
used in appropriate contexts and settings to allow for even 
more structured reflection and thought.23 By working 
through and processing difficult events, trainees are setting 
themselves up for improvement through transformative 
growth and learning from mistakes, as well as valuable 
restoration to help thwart the burnout and compassion 
fatigue which can grow over time.  

Although the stress of breaking bad news can never be 
eliminated, we hope that these suggestions will at least 
lead to a sustainable, compassionate practice for trainees 
and faculty alike at a reduced emotional toll.  

Conflicts of Interest: None 
Funding: None 
Edited by: Jane Gair (senior section editor); Marcel D’Eon (editor-
in-chief) 

References 
1. Baile WF, Buckman R, Lenzi R, Glober G, Beale EA, Kudelka AP. 

SPIKES-a six-step protocol for delivering bad news: application 
to the patient with cancer. Oncologist. 2000;5(4). 
https://doi.org/10.1634/theoncologist.5-4-302  

2. Siraco S, Bitter C, Chen T. breaking bad news in the emergency 
department. J Educ Teach Emerg Med. 2022;7(2). 
https://doi.org/10.5070/M57257168  

3. Al-Mateen CS, Linker JA, Damle N, Hupe J, Helfer T, Jessick V. 
Vicarious traumatization and coping in medical students: a pilot 
study. Acad Psych. 2015;39(1). 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s40596-014-0199-3  

4. Fu W, Agarwal A, Chow E, Henry B. The impact of breaking bad 
news on oncologist burnout and how communication skills can 
help: a scoping review. Vol. 10, J Pain Manag. 2017. 

5. Keefe-Cooperman K, Savitsky D, Koshel W, Bhat V, Cooperman 
J. The PEWTER Study: breaking bad news communication skills 
training for counseling programs. Int. J. Adv. Couns. 2018;40(1). 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10447-017-9313-z  

6. Francis L, Robertson N. Healthcare practitioners' experiences of 
breaking bad news: A critical interpretative meta synthesis. Vol. 
107, Patient Educ Counsel. 2023. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pec.2022.107574  

7. Toivonen AK, Lindblom-Ylänne S, Louhiala P, Pyörälä E. Medical 
students' reflections on emotions concerning breaking bad 

https://doi.org/10.1634/theoncologist.5-4-302
https://doi.org/10.5070/M57257168
https://doi.org/10.1007/s40596-014-0199-3
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10447-017-9313-z
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pec.2022.107574


CANADIAN MEDICAL EDUCATION JOURNAL 2024, 14(3) 

 99 

news. Patient Educ Couns. 2017;100(10). 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pec.2017.05.036  

8. Brown R, Dunn S, Byrnes K, Morris R, Heinrich P, Shaw J. 
Doctors' stress responses and poor communication 
performance in simulated bad-news consultations. Acad Med. 
2009;84(11). https://doi.org/10.1097/ACM.0b013e3181baf537  

9. Earnshaw GJ. Mentorship: the students' views. Nurse Educ 
Today. 1995;15(4). https://doi.org/10.1016/S0260-
6917(95)80130-8  

10. Sherwood M, Rioux D, Knight R, et al. Increasing undergraduate 
exposure to oncology: the role of oncology interest groups. J 
Cancer Educ. 2020;35(5). https://doi.org/10.1007/s13187-019-
01554-x  

11. Karnieli-Miller O, Palombo M, Meitar D. See, reflect, learn 
more: qualitative analysis of breaking bad news reflective 
narratives. Vol. 52, Med Educ. 2018. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/medu.13582  

12. Rosenzweig MQ. Breaking bad news: a guide for effective and 
empathetic communication. Nurse Pract. 2012;37(2). 
https://doi.org/10.1097/01.NPR.0000408626.24599.9e  

13. Mair MJ, Cardone C, Connolly L, et al. Career and professional 
development for young oncologists. Vol. 46, Oncol Res 
Treatment. 2023. https://doi.org/10.1159/000528541  

14. Kim J, Chesworth B, Franchino-Olsen H, Macy RJ. A scoping 
review of vicarious trauma interventions for service providers 
working with people who have experienced traumatic events. 
Vol. 23, Trauma, Violence, and Abuse. 2022. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/1524838021991310  

15. Delaney MC. Caring for the caregivers: evaluation of the effect 
of an eight-week pilot mindful self-compassion (MSC) training 
program on nurses' compassion fatigue and resilience. PLoS 

One. 2018;13(11). 
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0207261  

16. George LS, Prigerson HG, Epstein AS, et al. Palliative 
chemotherapy or radiation and prognostic understanding 
among advanced cancer patients: the role of perceived 
treatment intent. J Palliat Med. 2020;23(1). 
https://doi.org/10.1089/jpm.2018.0651  

17. Lakin JR, Arnold CG, Catzen HZ, et al. Early serious illness 
communication in hospitalized patients: a study of the 
implementation of the speaking about goals and expectations 
(SAGE) program. Healthcare. 2021;9(2). 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.hjdsi.2020.100510  

18. Paladino J, Sanders JJ, Fromme EK, et al. Improving serious 
illness communication: a qualitative study of clinical culture. 
BMC Palliat Care. 2023;22(1). https://doi.org/10.1186/s12904-
023-01229-x  

19. Sanatani M. Different ways of traveling the cancer road - 
daytime running lights at night? Vol. 9, JAMA Oncol. 2023. 
https://doi.org/10.1001/jamaoncol.2022.7143  

20. Ahmed N, Sadat M, Cukor D. Sleep knowledge and behaviors in 
medical students: results of a single center survey. Acad Psych. 
2017;41(5). https://doi.org/10.1007/s40596-016-0655-3  
https://doi.org/10.1111/hex.13478  

21. Moon J. Learning journals and logs, reflective diaries. Centre for 
Teaching and Learning Good Practice in Teaching and Learning. 
2003; 

22. Preti B, Lakkunarajah S, Sanatani MS. The oncology ribbon of 
reflection: a novel tool to encourage trainee self-reflection. Can 
Med Educ J. 2023; https://doi.org/10.36834/cmej.77302  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pec.2017.05.036
https://doi.org/10.1097/ACM.0b013e3181baf537
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0260-6917(95)80130-8
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0260-6917(95)80130-8
https://doi.org/10.1007/s13187-019-01554-x
https://doi.org/10.1007/s13187-019-01554-x
https://doi.org/10.1111/medu.13582
https://doi.org/10.1097/01.NPR.0000408626.24599.9e
https://doi.org/10.1159/000528541
https://doi.org/10.1177/1524838021991310
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0207261
https://doi.org/10.1089/jpm.2018.0651
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.hjdsi.2020.100510
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12904-023-01229-x
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12904-023-01229-x
https://doi.org/10.1001/jamaoncol.2022.7143
https://doi.org/10.1007/s40596-016-0655-3
https://doi.org/10.1111/hex.13478
https://doi.org/10.36834/cmej.77302

