
Establishing Goals of Care 

Like all other important conversations, setting is important: as personal and quiet as possible. Ideally, all 
interested parties should be together and in-person.  

Remember, before you can make important medical decisions, you need to know the PERSON. 

 
P = Perception  

(Patient / family perception of current health status) 
Use open-ended questions with no assumption of what they know. “What have the doctors told you”? 
Note the level of comprehension and the specific words they use. Listen for value statements and use 

reflection statements: “I hear you saying…” 

E = Explore 
(Explore the person’s life before illness) 

“What was your life like before you got sick”? “What is a typical day like for you when you’re not in the 
hospital”? “What brings you joy”? Use reflection statements: “It sounds like you are a person who…” 

Align with the patient / family by acknowledging their sources of hope, “You’re hoping to be able 
to…again.” 

R = Relate 
(Relate patient story to medicine) 

Connect the patient / family story, using their words & phrases, to the current medical situation (this 
may involve breaking bad news). “It sounds like, before you got sick, you liked to…but it’s been a long 
time since you’ve been able to do that.” Tie medical info to their world using their words & phrases; 

gently correct medical misunderstandings. “I hear that if you were never able to…again, you’d want the 
doctors to tell you that, is that true”?  

S = Sources of worry 
(Concerns for the future) 

Use future-oriented statements: “What’s important to you now that you know you’re life will be shorter 
than you’d hoped”? “As you look to the future, what worries you the most”? Use reflection statements: 

“You’re worried about…” Normalize concerns: “Many patients tell me they are worried about…is that 
true for you?  If you have concerns, share them using hope/worry statements: “Like you, I hope 

that…but, I’m worried that you may not and I’d like to plan for that.”  

O = Outline 
(Outline the plan for going forward) 

This is not a time for more questions, provide a simple summary of what you’ve learned and the 
medical treatment plan based on their goals. Set up any appropriate time-limited trials of interventions 

based upon the goals. 

N = Notify 
(Notify those who need to know) 

This includes important friends / family who are not present as well as other involved teams, nursing, 
social work or case managers. Document conversation in chart including who was involved and decisions 

reached. 

    


