
Serious Illness Conversation Guide Drill 
 

 CLINICIAN PATIENT 
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I’d like to talk about what is ahead for your 
illness and do some thinking in advance about 
what is important to you so that I can make sure 
we provide you with the care you want.  Is that 
okay? 

I’m doing fine right now. I think things are 
in a pretty good place. I don’t know that we 
need to have a big conversation. 

 I do this with all of my patients to better understand 
what is most important to them. And, I’m going to 
use this conversation guide to make sure we don’t 
miss anything.  Is that okay? 

I guess that would be okay. 
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What is your understanding now of where you 
are with your illness? 

I’m feeling better since being in the 
hospital.  But I know there is a lot wrong 
with me – with my heart, my lungs, my 
kidneys, and I know that we don’t have a 
lot of ways to make those better.  But I’m a 
positive person, and I know I can get 
through this. 

 I’ve been really impressed by your strength and 
positivity. 

Thank you. 

 In thinking about the future, how much 
information about what is likely to be ahead with 
your illness would you like from me?  

I want to know everything you know.  
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I want to share with you my understanding of 
where things are with your illness… 

Okay… 

I hope that this is not the case, but I’m worried 
that this may be as strong as you will feel, and 
things are likely to get more difficult. 

Oh, goodness. I wasn’t expecting that. 

 This must be really hard to hear …  It is.  My family needs me.  

 I know how important they are to you. They are. They’re everything to me. 
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What are your most important goals if your 
health situation worsens? 

I want to spend as much time with my 
family as possible.  I want to be there for 
them and make sure they’re cared for. 
Also, my daughter is getting married next 
year, and I really want to be at her 
wedding. 

 What are your biggest fears and worries about 
the future with your health? 

I don’t want my family to have to see me 
suffer. And, I don’t want to spend my last 
months suffering – or suffocating – or in 
the hospital away from them.  What can 
you do to make sure I don’t suffocate?  

 Managing your symptoms is really important for us 
to talk about. Can we set that aside for right now 
and come back to it later? 

Okay 

 What gives you strength as you think about the 
future with your illness? 

My family is everything to me.  My spouse 
is a great support, and my daughter makes 
me laugh and keeps my spirits up. 

 What abilities are so critical to your life that you 
can’t imagine living without them? 

I want to be here for my family and feel 
well enough to be able to be with them.  I 
want to be able to go out to dinner with my 
family, sit outside…  

 If you become sicker, how much are you willing 
to go through for the possibility of gaining more 
time? 

Well, I’d be willing to have more tests and 
treatments if they help me feel better, but 
I’m worried about dying in the hospital 
hooked up to a machine.  

 How much does your family know about your 
priorities and wishes? 

I think my spouse knows, but we haven’t 
really talked about it. We probably should 
do that. 
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I’ve heard you say that time, being able to interact 
with your family and be home are really important 
to you. You’ve also identified the importance of 
talking about these issues with your spouse. Do I 
have that right? 

Yes. 
 
 
 
 

 Keeping that in mind, and what we know about 
your illness, I recommend that we make a 
meeting to talk together with your spouse to think 
through next steps. This will help us make sure 
that your treatment plans reflect what’s 
important to you. 

I understand. 

 How does this plan seem to you? I know it is going to be tough, but meeting 
together would be an important next step. 

 I will do everything I can to help you through 
this. 
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