
COMMUNICATING WITH PATIENTS
AND FAMILY MEMBERS

Establish a strategy for support. When telling a family member they can’t be present with their loved one 
or delivering other bad news, have a plan that focuses on what they can do instead of what they can’t do.

• Ask family members if there is any important information they can share about the patient to 
help improve care plans.

• Create a plan for when families can call for updates or when staff will call them.
• Encourage connection with the patient via their room phone or via personal devices through 

texting or video calls. If a patient can’t or doesn’t use their own device, the hospital can provide 
a solution using iPads equipped with the Zoom app.

• Consider family meetings via phone. This would include allowing an appropriate family member 
representative to use personal audio and video devices to record updates during bedside shift 
report and rounding. This tool could help families stay updated on the patient’s condition and 
share in decision-making and discharge planning.

 
Empathize. Exploring and validating emotions will help establish a sense of trust. Patients and 
family members may range from being angry, silent, confused or sad. Respond with empathy, and 
acknowledge their feelings of frustration. 
 
Example response: I know that this is very difficult for you. I wish it were different. Thank you for 
understanding and partnering with us while we care for you/your loved one and do everything possible 
to stop the spread of this infection.
 
Listen reflectively. Make direct eye contact, encourage conversation, and give an occasional nod 
or smile to show understanding of what a person says and feels. Notice nonverbal actions, including 
facial expressions and body posturing. Summarize the information you heard and relay it back to 
ensure you understand and respect the person’s point of view.
 
Caring for yourself (for staff) 
Practice maintaining calm. Increase awareness of your breathing and shift to more abdominal 
breathing to help reduce stress and tension. Find balance with adequate sleep, nutritious food, walks, 
journaling and meditation. Being aware of your emotions and remaining nonjudgmental allows for 
reflection and more clarity in problem solving.
 
Communicate your needs. Team huddles, rounding and individual check-ins allow you to share your 
feelings and provide the opportunity to offer higher quality care. Defining your boundaries and being 
aware of your triggers can prevent getting drawn into a conflict. Simply stating your feelings can help 
others understand your point of view and can improve collaboration among the group.


