
Breaking Bad News: 
"SPIKES" Protocol 

 
 

S = "Setting" 
 

a. Physical - body language, positioning of the players, seating arrangement 
b. Introductions of everyone in the room 
c. Listening Skills - use of silence and pauses, use of patient's own language as a bridge 

 
P = "Perception" 

(Patient's or family’s perception of the current situation) 
 

a. Make sure everyone has a shared understanding: “What have you heard from the doctors about your 
health”? 

b. Note patient's vocabulary and comprehension; use the same words and phrases they do 
c. If misperceptions: “What I have read in the chart is…does that sound right”? 

 
I = "Invitation" 

(Aim to get a clear invitation to the patient to share information) 
 

a. How do they want to hear information: “Are you the type of person who wants to hear the details or just 
the big picture”? 

b. If ‘big picture’ answer, follow-up with: “Is there someone else who you would prefer hears the details”? 
c. If they indicate that they want no information, this request must be clarified / honored (“So if I wanted to 

share important information about your health going forward, who would you want me to talk to?”) 
 

K = "Knowledge" 
(Imparting information) 

 
1. Offer a warning shot: “I’m afraid the tests are not what we’d hoped” or “I’m afraid I have bad news” 
2. PAUSE and wait for them to be ready 
3. Say the news briefly, without medical words (mirror their language from “perception” step above if 

possible) and then PAUSE 
4. Tailor further information to patient’s request or emotional state; deliver in small chunks  

 
E = "Empathizing and Exploring" 

(Acknowledge emotions and their origins - patient's and your own - and respond appropriately.) 
 

a. Acknowledge & name emotions: “This is incredibly sad.” “It seems like you’re frustrated.” 
b. ‘I wish’ statements: “I wish medical science could do more…” 
c. Apologize: “I’m so sorry that this happened…” 
d. Inquiry: “What’s going through your mind right now…” 

 
S = "Strategy and Summary" 

 
a. Briefly summarize the next steps 
b. Determine the next time to talk 
c. “What did I miss”? 
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