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ABSTRACT

This study aimed to assess whether Spanish hospitals have enhanced their protocols and training for 
breaking bad news in response to the pandemic. Employing a qualitative approach, the research integrated 
three tools: in-depth interviews with healthcare professionals, content analysis of medicine curricula 
from universities in Catalonia and Andalusia, and a literature review of protocols for communicating 
bad news. The findings revealed a significant increase in the contents and subjects in the communica-
tion of bad news within the analyzed curricula due to the pandemic. Additional topics such as technol-
ogy, emotional management, and humanism were incorporated. While the hospital protocols showed a 
relatively less pronounced increment, there was evidence of the development of protocols specifically 
focused on communicating bad news via phone or video calls. In conclusion, the COVID-19 pandemic 
has brought about changes in the training of doctors, leading to an enriched curriculum despite a more 
modest increase in hospital protocols.
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INTRODUCTION

The coronavirus has generated new social and economic scenarios that must be explained based on a 
very complex health crisis. In the field of health, the pandemic has generated new routines for com-
municating bad news and accompanying the most serious patients. How should difficult diagnoses be 
communicated when isolation is imposed? During the pandemic, the media showed shocking scenarios 
in which families said goodbye to a loved one isolated in the ICU, thanks to the personal initiative of a 
doctor who provided them with a mobile phone. The medical protocols did not contemplate a situation 
like the COVID pandemic, and the training of the doctors suffered from this fact.

The Hospital Universitario 12 de Octubre (2020) from Madrid has been the first to publish its pro-
tocol to guide the communication of bad news by telephone during the pandemic. With the end of the 
crisis, we realized that the number of medical protocols has increased substantially in Spanish hospitals. 
It seems appropriate to study how health centers have updated their protocols for communicating bad 
news to patients. Therefore, the main objective of this work is to check if Spanish medical centers have 
increased and/or changed their protocols to communicate bad news because of the pandemic.

To study this issue, the existing medical protocols in Spain that regulate the communicative relation-
ships between doctors and patients have been reviewed. Thus, both a review of the scientific literature 
and the medical institutions themselves have been used to check whether there are more protocols than 
before the pandemic and whether the new protocols include different communication scenarios, based 
on what has been learned due to the SARS-CoV-2 pandemic.

The harshness of the virus has caused, according to the data of Laboratorio de Psicología del Trabajo y 
Estudios de la Seguridad de la Universidad Complutense de Madrid published in ABC journal, in Madrid 
“three out of four health workers suffer from anxiety, 40 per cent are emotionally exhausted, and 53 per 
cent, just over half, suffer from post-traumatic stress” (Medialdea, 2020). The fear of infecting himself 
or infecting their family is the reason that explained the emotional situation suffered by the health sec-
tor. But in addition, medical professionals suffered from not having sufficient preparation to be able to 
communicate bad news and this is also a great source of stress, and it is not a new point. The pandemic 
unveiled the essential need for training in managing emotions within a high-risk, crisis-driven healthcare 
communication process. While the literature on health and communication addresses this studied topic, 
as referenced in the theoretical framework of this work, the truth remains that the emotional manage-
ment of healthcare professionals during a real pandemic highlighted significant deficiencies in Spain.

Twenty years ago in Spain, as the family medicine doctors from Navarra, Ayarra and Lizarraga 
(2001), affirmed, the training of doctors in communication skills was almost nil: “Giving bad news 
generates anxiety and insecurity, and may even cause more pain than necessary when reporting” (Ayarra 
& Lizarraga, 2001: 55). It is a long-term trend: “We are not prepared for this situation, nobody tells us 
how and that is why we must be prepared by people specialized in the subject” (Sánchez et al., 2014: 
23). Currently, the situation regarding the training of doctors in how to give bad news is still a cause for 
concern, since it is a skill that is not worked on sufficiently in the medical degrees, but even so, doctors 
are expected to acquire it (León-Amenero & Huarcaya-Victoria, 2019).

For all the above and to solve this issue, the research aims to review the existing medical protocols 
to discover if the former protocols have been adapted to the new reality produced by the outbreak of 
the pandemic.
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