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When clinicians communicate effectively, patients retain more informa-

tion, have higher trust, and a better quality of life. Such a patient-centered 

approach is the cornerstone of clinical care, and this book is an essential 

how-to guide on improving these skills.

Grounded in innovative and evidence-based methodology, perfected 

through over 20 years of teaching in the VitalTalk training program, content 

includes foundational communication skills, how to help patients plan 

for the future, what to do when you are really stuck, and strategies to work 

through conflicts with colleagues. In this updated edition, emphasis is 

placed on the roles privilege, race, and power play in the medical encoun-

ter, and new tools are provided to help clinicians navigate this landscape 

with greater self-awareness and sensitivity.

This practical guide is filled with skills and roadmaps, demonstrating how 

to be clearer when sharing information, more competent at understanding 

patient concerns, and more effective when making recommendations.

Robert M. Arnold, MD, FACP, FAAHPM, is Distinguished Service Professor 

of Medicine in the Division of General Internal Medicine and the Center 

for Bioethics and Health Law at the Icahn School of Medicine at Mount 

Sinai. He was the Past President of the American Society of Bioethics and 

Humanities (ASBH) as well as the American Academy of Hospice and 

Palliative Medicine (AAHPM). He has mentored both investigators and 

educators, and helped start VitalTalk, a nonprofit organization whose aim 

is to ensure that every seriously ill patient has clinicians who can talk about 

what matters most.

Anthony L. Back, MD, is Professor of Medicine at the University of 

Washington in Seattle. His research into patient–oncologist communi-

cation led to the founding of VitalTalk. His awards include the American 

Cancer Society (ACS) Pathfinder in Palliative Care Award and the American 

Society of Clinical Oncology Walther Cancer Foundation Palliative and 

Supportive Care Award.
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For Zeke Tulsky (1997–2023), who lived for human connection 

and instinctively understood the power of empathy to heal and 

to comfort. Like Zeke, in our work with patients may we always 

find the goodness in each person and the value of hearing their 

story.
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“This book helps us to step away from our checklists and learn how to build 

genuine human connections with the people we are caring for.”

Diane E. Meier, MD. Center To Advance Palliative Care. Professor, 

Department of Geriatrics and Palliative Medicine, Icahn School of 

Medicine at Mount Sinai

“Written by world-renowned educators, this expansive new edition will 

help clinicians not only understand the structure of compassionate serious 

illness communication but also the rationale behind it.”

Vicki Jackson, MD, MPH. Blum Family Endowed Chair in Palliative Care. 

Chief, Division of Palliative Care and Geriatrics, Massachusetts General 

Hospital. Co-Director, Harvard Medical School Center for Palliative Care. 

Professor of Medicine, Harvard Medical School 

“Every clinician committed to fostering meaningful connections with their 

patients and their families needs this book on their desk.”

R. Sean Morrison, MD. Ellen and Howard C. Katz Professor and Chair. 

Brookdale Department of Geriatrics and Palliative Medicine.

“The updated Navigating Communication with Seriously Ill Patients pre-

sents foundational communication strategies along the trajectory of seri-

ous illness, now with critical attention to inclusiveness. It is an essential 

text for all who care for seriously ill patients of any age and life stage and 

their families.”

Joanne Wolfe, MD MPH. Pediatric Palliative Care Physician. Chair, 

Department of Pediatrics, Massachusetts General Hospital. Chair, 

Department of Pediatrics, Brigham and Women’s Hospital.

Professor of Pediatrics, Harvard Medical School.
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Preface

In 2009, when Tony, Bob, and James wrote the first edition of this book, 

we drew on a decade of experience studying and teaching communi-

cation, primarily within oncology. In the 14 years since, as medicine 

and the world have changed enormously, so has our approach to 

communication skills training. We’ve moved beyond only cancer care 

(Oncotalk) and created tailored courses such as Geritalk, Nephrotalk, 

and Cardiotalk to accommodate the full spectrum of serious illness. 

We’ve recognized that good communication depends on an interdisci-

plinary team and have sought to develop a far less physician- centered 

approach. We’ve learned from a now-robust literature on serious 

illness communication and incorporated wisdom from around the 

world on how to communicate best with patients and families. We’ve 

been profoundly affected by the long-needed awakening to the cen-

tral role race and culture play in our society, including the delivery of 

health care, and have thought deeply about issues such as power and 

privilege in serious illness communication. And, perhaps most impor-

tantly, we created VitalTalk (in 2012) as a nonprofit vehicle to broadly 

disseminate communication skills teaching at a much larger scale. In 

doing so, we have trained more than 1,000 faculties who have, in turn, 

touched tens of thousands of learners around the globe. With the cre-

ation of digital learning tools and new pedagogical models we hope to 

reach countless more. In the process, we’ve also been deeply gratified 

by the power of the VitalTalk community that has arisen to support this 

work. The project has grown well beyond the three founders, and this 

edition was written together with Elise, Gordon, and Holly, who have 

been partners in our work since the early days of VitalTalk.
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x Preface

What Has Changed, and What Has Stayed  
the Same?

The last three years have brought a global pandemic, a huge shift toward 

care via telehealth, and, of course, a reckoning about health equity. The 

daily emails we receive from our health systems look radically different 

than just a few short years ago. The need for high-quality communica-

tion has become an even greater priority for many health systems as 

they see the kinds of skills we offer as part of the solution to their prob-

lems. During the height of the COVID-19 pandemic clinicians strug-

gled to communicate empathically and effectively to patients making 

profound treatment choices, sometimes in the setting of true scarcity, 

and families unable to be with their desperately ill loved ones. And, as 

telehealth has boomed, so has the need to learn how to transmit empa-

thy through a screen. Also, while race and culture have always played a 

role in health-care communication, many of us are now far more aware 

of the benefits and damage we can wield with our words.

VitalTalk has sought to respond to each of these challenges. Within weeks 

of the pandemic reaching our shores we produced the COVID Ready 

Communication Playbook to help clinicians with these difficult conver-

sations. To our amazement, it was rapidly translated by our community 

into 25 languages. We adapted our face-to-face courses to be taught over 

a virtual platform and, in doing so, found ourselves teaching commu-

nication skills for virtual visits. We rewrote our cases and broadened 

our simulated patient actor pool to better represent the wide diversity 

of patients for whom we care. And we introduced anti-racist concepts 

into our mobile courses and new talking maps. Finally, we are excited to 

have just released a new mobile course entitled, “Building Connection: 

Practical Skills to Promote Racial Equity in Healthcare Communication.”

We have emphasized this work too little in the past and we hope that 

our current efforts can begin to fill some of the gaps that currently exist 

in communication skills training. We are also aware that paying close 

attention to difference has always been at the heart of what we do at 

VitalTalk. The communication tools we promote are meant to create an 
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Preface xi

environment in which every patient’s needs are addressed and where 

care is driven by what matters most to the individual patient. When 

one patient’s needs are not met, we all lose out.

So, over the past 14 years much has changed … and much has remained 

the same. Clinicians still care for patients confronting dreadful diagnoses 

that will change the course of their lives. They must still help them navi-

gate these illnesses, cope with the outcomes, and, too frequently, make 

heart-wrenching decisions about treatment. And, too often, they still fall 

into familiar traps that lead to circular conversations, dissatisfied patients, 

and frustrated clinicians. The VitalTalk approach is about combining 

one’s authentic self with evidence-based global communication skills 

and situation-specific talking maps to break these cycles and thereby to 

nurture meaningful conversations and healthy relationships. We also 

hope these tools will help with communication across differences, and 

when we see these opportunities, this book will point them out.

Who Is This Book For?

This book is for all clinicians who want to communicate better with seri-

ously ill patients and their family members. We wrote the first edition 

with physicians in mind and yet some of our most positive feedback 

came from nurses, social workers, and others who found that these 

skills deeply resonated for them as well. Therefore, we enter this revi-

sion even more cognizant that patients receive the best care from an 

interdisciplinary team. Although some of the tools we discuss are most 

directly relevant to prescribing clinicians (typically Medical Doctors 

(MDs), Nurse Practitioners (NPs), and Physician Assistants (PAs)) 

who are the ones to usually guide patients through medical decision- 

making in advanced illness, everyone who sees patients should benefit 

from approaches that help defuse conflict, support patients, and learn 

from patients what matters most.

Since the first edition was published, many more readers will have had 

some communication training, and many more have been formally 
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xii Preface

trained in palliative care. Therefore, for some, foundational concepts 

presented in this book, such as delivering serious news, may ring famil-

iar. Others may be familiar with a great deal of the teaching in these 

pages. Recognizing that everyone has their learning edge, we’ve tried to 

shape this book so that all readers can find valuable take-home points, 

whether it is a refresher, engaging with an entirely new concept, or sim-

ply putting names to skills you already use in practice. By being better 

able to describe and deconstruct your own communication and that of 

your patients, families, and colleagues, we hope to help you enhance 

your own skills and teach others. And by doing so, we hope you can 

find deeper meaning in your work and even protect yourself against 

the burnout that comes from feeling powerless in the face of suffering.

What’s in This Book?

In this book, we describe a variety of communication tools and “road-

maps” that you can use to find your way through difficult conversations. 

In our years of teaching learners of all backgrounds, we have found that 

many have either not seen a really good conversation, or they have not 

been able to identify what made the conversation work. Expert clini-

cians in action with patients can be so fluid, so seamless, so responsive, 

that they make great communication look easy. In fact, these master 

clinicians are collecting lots of data from the patients, drawing from a 

large repertoire of skills, and constantly readjusting their gestures and 

words. This master clinician could be you.

How Will This Book Help Me?

Adopting in your own practice the tools and roadmaps we’ve laid 

out will make you a better communicator. What do we mean by bet-

ter? You’ll be clearer about where your patients stand, more skillful 

at understanding their concerns, and more effective when you make 

recommendations. You’ll be the kind of clinician that people want for 
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Preface xiii

their family and friends. And you’ll develop a deeper sense of what 

matters to you in your clinical work because you will be talking to 

patients about what really matters to them.

However, a word of caution. The roadmaps are guides, not rules that 

must be followed. As you get more comfortable with serious illness 

communication, it is critical to integrate them into your personality so 

the result is genuine.

How Did We Develop This Book?

For over 25 years we have been teaching communication courses to 

students, trainees, and staff clinicians in what has come to be known 

as the VitalTalk method. Several of us have also been deeply involved 

in studying communication, audio-recording thousands of conversa-

tions, and observing what happens in actual practice. We have also 

learned from other investigators and master teachers. In fact, some of 

our greatest influences have come from unexpected places, including 

athletic coaches and elementary school educators. We’ve come to 

appreciate where clinicians typically get stuck, and the power of identi-

fying key skills, providing roadmaps for conversations, and having peo-

ple practice. We have been amazed at how learning a few key tools can 

change the way someone communicates. Listening to them talk about 

difficult topics with patients before and after training has been like 

observing completely different clinicians. Learners who have attended 

our courses tell us that these communication skills have changed how 

they approach patients, how they deal with emotional moments, and, 

most important, how they feel about their work.

Why Did We Write This Book?

Difficult patient encounters frustrate many of us daily. When we face 

demanding – sometimes tragic – situations, using communication 

skills that are “okay” is like riding a bike with only three gears – there are 
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xiv Preface

some hills we just won’t be able to climb. For dealing with life-threat-

ening illness, skills that many consider adequate are just not good 

enough, and both patients and clinicians are paying the price. To make 

matters worse, research shows that clinicians are unable to accurately 

evaluate their own communication skills. And even those who are 

aware of their shortcomings tell us they don’t have confidence that 

they can change. In this book, we want to show you that change is pos-

sible, and you can become a better communicator. First, we describe 

what expert clinicians actually do when they talk to patients and their 

families. Second, we show what you can do to improve your practice. 

We highlight specific skills to emulate and offer suggestions for how to 

practice these behaviors. We want to raise the bar on communication 

skills. We want to change your idea of what really good communication 

looks like.

Where possible, we have grounded these recommendations in the 

growing literature on communication. Yet we’ve consciously distilled 

the communication tools and roadmaps into a reader-friendly format. 

This is not an academic review of the literature that stresses what we 

don’t know. Our goal is practical – to help you communicate better.

How Is the Book Organized?

After discussing what it takes to become a better communica-

tor (Chapter 1) and outlining foundational communication skills 

(Chapter  2), we organized the book in a progression that parallels 

how clinicians frequently work with seriously ill patients and follows 

them through their illness trajectory, including talking about serious 

news (Chapter 3), discussing prognosis (Chapter 4), planning for the 

future (Chapter 5), discussing in-the-moment treatment decisions 

(Chapter 6), managing life between the big events (Chapter 7), discuss-

ing goals of late-stage care (Chapter 8), conducting a family conference 

(Chapter 9), dealing with conflicts (Chapter 10), and talking about 

dying (Chapter 13). We’ve also included tips on talking with colleagues 

(Chapter 11) and what to do when you’re really stuck (Chapter 12). 
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The last chapter (Chapter 14) will help you know what to expect as your 

skills improve, describes what getting better feels like, and offers advice 

on how to continue to cultivate your skills. In this revision, we have also 

introduced our awareness of the roles privilege, race, and power play 

in the medical encounter and offer some tools that we hope will help 

clinicians navigate this landscape with greater self-awareness and sen-

sitivity. Throughout the text, we include snippets of real conversations, 

slightly disguised, from our own practice and from the courses we’ve 

taught. Our goal throughout is to provide you actual words to use.

Finally, we congratulate you for wanting to improve your skills. The first 

step in the journey is the hardest one. You have made that  commitment 

by picking up this book.
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