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Doctors need to speak to patients with terminal illnesses in a timelier way and handle conversations with greater compassion and confidence, says a report from the Royal College of Physicians.1
The report, which examined why clinicians find it difficult to talk to patients about death, found that some doctors thought that death could be perceived as a failure and that modern medicine was expected to cure all ailments. However, evidence from patients and carers indicated that many people wanted to talk about death and that planning helped them feel more empowered about their care and decision making.
Almost half of all deaths in the UK are estimated to occur in hospital, and many patients admitted to hospital are in their last year of life. The college said it believed it was essential for doctors and other professionals to have the knowledge and skills to undertake sensitive conversations at an appropriate time when patients were ready.
The report was based on conversations with doctors at all levels, patients and carers, and medical organisations.
A range of clinicians from medical students to consultants said that they were uncomfortable about initiating conversations about the future with patients. Students and junior doctors had little practice with real patients and said that training did not prioritise the “soft” skills they needed.
Other barriers to talking about death included confusion over whether hospital doctors or GPs should be having the conversation, workforce pressures, lack of privacy, lack of prioritised time for conversations, and the need to be sensitive to different cultural and religious beliefs.
One key issue identified by the report was that healthcare professionals needed to begin conversations about planning for care at the end of life care nearer to when patients are given a terminal diagnosis. Early conversations give patients more choice and control over the remainder of their lives.
The evidence showed that patients who had these conversations and had care plans put in place had a better experience than those for whom the conversations came in the final days or hours of life.
The authors offer solutions and resources to help build clinicians’ compassion and confidence in this area of care and detail four case studies of hospitals that lead the way in supporting conversations about care at the end of life. The report highlighted the University Hospitals Bristol supportive and palliative care team for its Poor Prognosis Letter Project, a scheme that has enabled local GPs to identify patients approaching death more easily and earlier, so they can start discussing end of life care.
The Royal College of Physicians’ president, Andrew Goddard, said, “This report is a big step forward in helping patients, relatives, and doctors to talk honestly about death and dying.
“We must minimise the barriers in our systems and culture that prevent this happening. This is not just about palliative care in the final days but about having a series of conversations much earlier after a terminal diagnosis.”
References
	↵Royal College of Physicians. Talking about dying: how to begin honest conversations about what lies ahead. Oct 2018. www.rcplondon.ac.uk/talking-about-dying.
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