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Does the SPIKES protocol and formal teaching increase clinician confidence when breaking bad 

news during the COVID pandemic? 

O Olukoya1, P Ishak1,2, A Ali1, D McLaughlan1 
1[University Hospital Ayr, 6 Dalmellington Road, KA6 6DX] 

2[University of Glasgow, University Avenue, G12 8QQ] 

 

BACKGROUND 
Breaking bad news is often a daunting and complex task that we must all perform as part of our 

clinical duties. Given the current climate with the coronavirus, this task has unfortunately become an 

even bigger part of the day to day practice of many of us.  

AIM 
To establish how confident clinicians felt they were at breaking bad news, their familiarity with the 
SPIKES protocol and if they had a consistent approach they employed. Additionally, to ascertain if 
formal training in this, at any stage, corresponded to increased confidence with this task. 
 
METHOD 
A questionnaire was distributed to doctors of all grades, primarily within University Hospital Ayr. The 
questionnaire asked the responders how confident they felt at breaking bad news, how frequently 
they had to break bad news in an average month, if they had had any formal training in breaking bad 
news, and their familiarity with the SPIKES protocol. 
 
RESULTS 
There were 58 responses. 60.4% had to break bad news 2 or more times in an average month. 86.2% 
had received formal training in breaking bad news. 60.3% felt confident or very confident at 
breaking bad news. 53.4% had a consistent strategy and 58.6% were aware of the SPIKES protocol. 
69% expressed they would like additional teaching with the SPIKES protocol. 
 
CONCLUSION 

Formal training does not guarantee knowledge of the SPIKES protocol or a consistent approach but 

has some impact on perceived confidence with the task. This task is, however, one most feel 

requires continued training to perform well.  

REFERENCES 

1. Ní Laoire, Á., O’ Brien, H. and Kiely, F., 2020. Breaking Bad News To Families In The Covid-19 Pandemic: How 

Do We Adapt Our Practice? - The BMJ. [online] The BMJ. Available at: 

<https://blogs.bmj.com/bmj/2020/09/20/breaking-bad-news-to-families-in-the-covid-19-pandemic-how-do-

we-adapt-our-practice/>  

2. 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):302-11. doi: 10.1634/theoncologist.5-4-

302. PMID: 10964998. 

 


