
behavioral 
sciences

Article

Lack of Truth-Telling in Palliative Care and Its Effects
among Nurses and Nursing Students

Ines Testoni 1,2 , Michael Alexander Wieser 3,* , Dafni Kapelis 4, Sara Pompele 1,
Marino Bonaventura 5 and Robert Crupi 6

1 Department of Philosophy, Sociology, Pedagogy and Applied psychology (FISPPA), University of Padova,
35131 Padova, Italy; ines.testoni@unipd.it (I.T.); sara.pompele93@gmail.com (S.P.)

2 Arts Therapies Research Center, University of Haifa, Haifa 3498838, Israel
3 Institute of Psychology, University of Klagenfurt, 9020 Klagenfurt, Austria
4 Palliative Care Department, ULSS n. 8 Asolo, 31011 Treviso, Italy; dafni.kapelis@gmail.com
5 Department of Neurosciences, University of Padova, 35128 Padova, Italy; marino.bonaventura@unipd.it
6 NewYork-Presbyterian Queens, New York, NY 11355, USA; rcrupi54@gmail.com
* Correspondence: Michael.Wieser@aau.at; Tel.: +43-463-2700-1636

Received: 13 April 2020; Accepted: 8 May 2020; Published: 11 May 2020
����������
�������

Abstract: Unclear communication of inauspicious prognoses may disorientate both patients and their
relatives, drastically jeopardizing the planning of palliative care. This paper considers the issue of
truth-telling in the communicative problems of nurses and students of nursing with terminally ill
patients. The fundamental objective is the analysis of the difficulties related to the lack of truth-telling
and how it might impact their professional and personal lives. A qualitative study was realized,
involving 47 participants, both nurses (25) and nursing students (22), working in palliative care
units or in associations of volunteers for the assistance of oncological patients. The exploration was
focused on the way they relate to patients who are not aware of their real health conditions and their
consequences. Particular attention was paid to their opinions concerning what could be done in order
to manage such problematic situations in the near future.
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1. Introduction

Giving information to a patient concerning his/her health condition, especially when this means
delivering some bad news, is still a very debated aspect in the field of medical ethics, and it is an issue
linked to the complexity of human, juridical, and ethical matters.

Up until the second half of the 20th century, there was a deeply held belief that it was necessary,
in order to make a patient more compliant and not to cause him/her too much emotional distress
(which was believed could lead to a faster worsening of his/her condition), not to disclose a ‘bad’
diagnosis or poor prognosis, or that, at least, such a disclosure should be withheld as long as possible [1].

This view still persists, but has gradually faded as the idea has taken hold that an honest
communication with the patient, a process called truth-telling, is essential for the patient to grow
stronger in their outlook. Truth-telling, therefore, as regards the medical field, could be defined as a total
openness concerning diagnosis and prognosis [2], and it generally refers to the disclosure of bad news [3],
defined as any information that drastically changes the recipient’s present and future life expectations [4].

However, being sincere in the communication with a patient still appears to be extremely
complicated for healthcare professionals. As a result, the patient is often excluded and not an active
participant in his/her own treatment. In everyday clinical practice, when healthcare professionals
realize that a patient lacks a real understanding of his/her condition, they can experience significant
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distress because of their difficulty in managing these situations. In particular, they may struggle with
the uncertainty of how to best approach the patient.

Among healthcare professionals, nurses spend the largest amount of time with patients,
especially those admitted to cancer wards or hospices. For this reason, nurses are more intimately
involved with their patients and may encounter difficulties around the issue of truth-telling, especially
when there has not been an honest communication between the patient and their physician(s) or family.
Nurses themselves identify these situations as a particularly challenging aspect of their job [5].

The aim of this research was therefore to further explore the experience lived by nurses working
in palliative care units, assessing in particular the ways in which they relate to patients who are not
aware of their real health conditions and their implications. The research was conducted following a
qualitative methodology, through semi-structured interviews submitted to 47 participants, both nurses
and nursing students. This article will present a literature review concerning truth-telling, information
regarding the main objectives of the research, the methodology, the participants, and the way the
collected data were analyzed, as well as the main results and their discussion.

Literature Review

Truth-telling, as regards the medical field, can be defined as a total openness concerning diagnosis
and prognosis [2], and it generally refers to the disclosure of bad news [3], defined as any information
that drastically changes the recipient’s present and future life expectations [4].

In Europe, the patients’ right to receive a full and complete disclosure concerning their condition
is affirmed by the Oviedo Convention (1997) [6], and, in Italy, by the recent Law n. 219 of the 22nd
of December 2017 entitled “Norms concerning informed consent and the availability of advanced
treatments” (Norme in materia di consenso informato e di disposizioni anticipate di trattamento),
which states every individual’s right to be fully informed concerning his/her health condition as
well as to freely choose which treatments to accept or to refuse. Furthermore, in the same country,
the Code of Medical Deontology (2014) [7] and the Nurse’s Deontological Code (2009) [8] highlight
the importance of listening to patients’ needs and desires and their right to always be informed and
properly supported.

Even still, issues inherent to the breaking of bad news are still debated because they are linked
to juridical and ethical matters, as well as the lingering 20th century belief, widely shared all over
the world, that it is better to conceal from patients their real health conditions [1]. In particular,
this outdated approach is still practiced with terminally ill patients as much in Italy as in other
European countries [2–9], since doctors with low relational skills fear worsening the level of suffering
for their patients [9,10]. Unfortunately, physicians’ difficulties in communicating bad news may
disorientate both patients and their relatives, severely jeopardizing the planning of palliative care [11].
There is no evidence supporting the idea that concealing the truth helps patients feel better, while,
on the contrary, research underscores high levels of anxiety and depression among patients who are
not correctly informed with respect to their prognoses [10]. In fact, it has been shown that sincere
communication with patients, especially with those who are seriously ill and have an unfavorable
prognosis, is beneficial to the patients’ psychological adaptation, coping, and satisfaction concerning
treatments [12]. Moreover, the majority of patients, even when seriously ill, want to know the truth
concerning their condition as well [13]. At the same time, for a large number of professional caregivers,
truth-telling is considered crucial to recognizing and satisfying families’ needs [11] while coping with
ethical obligations [2].

Without a full understanding of their prognoses and the risks and benefits of each treatment,
patients cannot make mindful decisions concerning their plan of care to avoid what they feel to be
useless or aggressive treatments [10]. Complicating this matter, the lack of coping skills of relatives may
create further communicative problems for physicians. In fact, even when the healthcare professionals
are actually ready to tell patients the truth, their family members often oppose this therapeutic phase,
and therefore become an obstacle to truth-telling [14,15]. Literature has already considered how
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unclear communications between patients, physicians, and nurses can contribute to the development
of burnout, as well as to high levels of stress and work turnover among healthcare professionals [16].

Nurses work in the communicative area between physicians and patients, and spend the largest
amount of time with the latter. They are the healthcare category that most intensely suffers from
the effects of lack of truth-telling because they are not allowed to communicate any prognoses [17].
Unfortunately, literature on the effect of this aspect is quite scarce, and, in particular, there is a lack
of studies on their preoccupations caused by doubts concerning the awareness of the patient and
difficulties in answering their prognosis questions. Indeed, nurses’ stress oscillates between the fear of
destroying hope when there is no longer remedy and giving hope when there are unrealistic fears, and
often they do not feel capable of dealing with such communicative problems [14]. All of this makes
their emotional state and the burden of professional fatigue much worse [18]. The dilemmas that
nurses have to deal with in end-of-life patients are particularly distressing when there is a conflict
between their idea of what is right and the different opinions of other members of the medical team or
the patient’s family, so that their desires are in contrast with their professional standards and main
directives [11]. These antinomies cause feelings of impotence, inferiority, frustration, and rage toward
both the patient’s family and other colleagues [13]. The present study wanted to consider all of these
communicative problems and the point of view of nurses and students of nursing who work with
terminally ill patients.

2. Material and Methods

2.1. Objectives

The aim of this investigation is to explore the experiences of nurses and students of nursing
working in palliative care units. The fundamental objective is the analysis of the difficulties related to
the lack of truth-telling and how it might impact their professional and personal lives. In particular,
this study explored all of those situations in which the nurses had to relate to patients who were not
fully aware of their real health conditions. Particular attention was paid to their opinions concerning
what could be done in order to manage such problematic situations in the near future. The research
followed the American Psychological Association (APA)’s Ethical Principles of Psychologists and
Code of Conduct and the principles of the Declaration of Helsinki, obtaining the approval of
the Padova University Ethics Committee for Experimentation. The ethical code for this research
is B507F11B16DC9C80A16A8C72F60C8EA7.

2.2. Participants

The survey involved 47 participants, among whom 25 were professional nurses (53%) and 22 were
nursing students (47%). Of these, 38 of them were female (81%) and 9 of them were male (19%).
The mean age of all participants was 31 years, and, specifically for nursing students and professional
nurses, it was 23 years (SD 1.36), and 39 years (SD 13.7), respectively. The professional nurses’ mean
length of service was 13 years (SD 12.60), while their mean length of service in palliative care was
5.5 years (SD 5) (Table 1). The nurses worked either in one of two hospices or in associations of
volunteers for assistance in end-of-life care, while nursing students were from a major university in the
same area. All participants were informed of the research methodology and its objectives and signed
the informed consent. Then, they were asked to fill in a questionnaire concerning their personal data,
such as their gender, age, nationality, professional training, length of service, and number of years of
service in palliative care units. In order to guarantee their privacy, every interview was identified with
a number, which could not be traced back to the participants’ identities.
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Table 1. Participants: Nurses and students.

Number of Participants Gender Age Length of Service
(in Months)

Months of Experience in
Palliative Care

Professionals Students Male Female
Mean age

Under 20 Over 20 Under 5 Over 5
Professionals Students

25
(53.2%)

22
(46.8%)

9
(19.15%)

38
(80.85%) 39 years 23 years 17

(68%)
8

(32%)
14

(56%)
11

(44%)

Standard Deviation: Standard Deviation: Standard Deviation:

13.7 1.36 151.60 61.50

Total Standard
Deviation:

12.90

Mean (in years):
13

Mean (in years):
5
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2.3. Methodology

The survey was realized through the Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) because it
makes it easier to understand biographical stories in ethnographic healthcare research [19,20]. In order
to get as close as possible to the participants’ perspective, the IPA follows two processes: People are
asked to make sense of their experiences through a detailed narration guided by the researcher;
the researcher then tries to gain insight into how the participant, in a given context, arrives at their
understanding. Through this method, the researchers get as close as they can to the point of view of
the person who experiences a certain phenomenon [21,22]. The interviewer shadowed a grid of topics
useful in supporting the dialogues. Some examples of questions are the following: “Have you ever
not been completely honest with one of your patients concerning his/her clinical condition, or have
you ever been somehow involved in a situation in which someone else was not completely honest
with a patient? Why did that happen?”; “How did you feel about that? Did that (not being completely
honest with a patient) represent a problem or a burden for you? If not, why not?”; “Do you believe
that not being sincere with a patient concerning his/her clinical condition is the most appropriate
choice?”; “In your opinion, which strategy could be the best one in order to understand the situation
of patients?”; “How do you manage the omission of truth or the provision of the partial truth in the
relationship with the patient?” The interviews lasted about 30 minutes each and were conducted in
places chosen by participants in order to make them feel comfortable.

The work of the interviewer was constantly supervised by a female psychologist, professor,
and psychotherapist. The answers were tape-recorded and transcribed verbatim, obtaining the corpora,
which were analyzed using the framework method for thematic qualitative analysis and to examine
the narrations in terms of their principal concepts at the basis of the discourses [23,24]. Two researchers
processed the narrations through an analysis based on both prior categories and categories that
only became clear as work proceeded [25,26]. The former were the basic predetermined themes
from which the latter emerged as unexpected topics. The phases were as follows: Creation of the
corpora and textual analysis; preparatory organization of the texts; generation of categories or themes;
coding data; understanding the prototypical phrases; searching for alternative explanations; selection of
the relationships between the main categories; discussion, writing up of the report, and construction of
the diagrams [27]. The textual analysis was performed by highlighting recurrent themes that appeared
to be particularly meaningful for each participant. Shared themes found in the other participants’
narrations were then grouped together to form broader distinct categories [28]. The analyses of texts
were conducted according to three authors of the research (the interviewer, the supervisor, and another
male professor). They first analyzed the texts individually; then, they considered the main different
interpretations and decided on the final one, quite like the Delphi method process [29]. Data were
collected in 2018, and the analysis was performed with the software Atlas.ti.

3. Results

From the data analysis, four areas of thematic prevalence emerged: “The impairment of the
relationship with the patient”; “relatives and the conspiracy of silence”; “ethical dilemmas and
emotional burden”; and “absence of a bridge between active treatments and palliative care”.

3.1. First Area of Thematic Prevalence: The Impairment of the Relationship with the Patient

Participants reported that lack of sincerity in communication with a patient inevitably impairs the
relationship with him/her because it becomes rigid, more detached, and loses spontaneity, as highlighted
by Stella (nursing student, 24 years old): “Not being able to be spontaneous makes me appear fake in what I
say to the patient, and I think the patient is aware of this”.

Such a rigid attitude results from the nurse’s fear of disclosing some delicate information the
patient does not yet know, as highlighted by Denise (professional nurse, 35 years old): “With a patient
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who is not aware of his/her condition, you are always careful, since you never really know how he/she will interpret
your words, so you always need to pay attention to what you say and do. It is really stressful”.

The difficulty in dealing with these situations often brings the nurse to divert communication
toward superficial or inessential issues: “We try to talk about something different that is not their clinical
condition, and if the patient is prone to asking many questions, we try to speak a little less, hoping certain
questions will not be asked”, said Jennifer (nursing student, 22 years old). Sometimes, nurses drastically
try to avoid communication with patients, especially when the questions become too clear, insistent,
and direct: “We cannot even enter the room, you know. And then, because you cannot be false, you avoid
the patient’s gaze, which is not a nice thing to do”, as Rosa (professional nurse, 45 years old) expressed.

“I put a barrier between me and the patient because I felt almost embarrassed to do things without her consent”,
stated Lucia (nursing student, 22 years old).

Sometimes, they try to solve the problem with physicians, but without results, as Laura
(professional nurse, 24 years old) reported: “I spoke with the doctor, and I told him that I could not
do this anymore. I explained that I was not able to enter a patient’s room and pretend. The doctors see another fifty
patients for fifteen minutes each, while I am the one who stays with them all day. However, nothing changed”.

The lack of spontaneity toward the patient is perceived as an extremely important element that
contributes to further deteriorating the nurse–patient relationship because when the patient becomes
aware of the lack of sincerity, he/she feels gravely betrayed: “If he becomes aware you lied to him, I believe
he loses his trust in you too”, said Rosa. A similar example is described by Giovanni (nursing student,
22 years old): “The patient learned that he was going to die after I had been working with him for a while.
I only took care of him for two weeks, but my supervisor had an appointment with him every day, for another
four months. I understood that the insincere communication of my supervisor with the patient compromised the
quality of both our relationships with the patient”. When the doctor has not properly communicated the
prognosis, many difficulties do arise, and the only strategy considered appropriate and better than the
avoidance of the relationship is to guide patients to provide themselves with the answers, as described
by Chiara (professional nurse, 24 years old): “What we do is to make them understand, by asking some
questions that could help them to have a clear vision of their situation: ‘Do you remember why you have been to
the emergency room?’ ‘Have you considered . . . have you noticed that, since you came here, things have gotten
slowly worse and worse?’”. However, often, not even this solution is fully satisfying: “I am not happy
after this, so I go out, and I feel bad, and I report this during our group encounters, and I express there all my
discontent for the fact that I could not give a real answer”, said Sara (professional nurse, 41 years old).

Patients realize that something is wrong as their clinical situation worsens, but since they do
not obtain any proper explanations, their mood deteriorates, as reported by Alessia (professional
nurse, 26 years old): “The more he could not obtain an answer to his questions, the more his mood worsened,
and consequently his health got worse too. He was restless”. The lack of awareness “often makes patients
anxious, contrary to what the relatives believe, because they feel sick, suffer, and their bodies tell them that they
are dying, while no one seems to be interested in this”, explained Elena (professional nurse, 45 years old).

However, when patients become aware of the truth, their attitude toward nurses turns from begging
into blaming, as described by Paola (professional nurse, 54 years old): “They think we did something wrong,
and that we are guilty. Insincerity is interpreted as concealment of errors and mistakes”. Whereas the lack of
sincere communication is perceived as very negative, sincere truth telling is associated with authentic
and peaceful relationships, as reported by Elisa (nursing student, 23 years old): “Everything becomes easier
. . . Patients accept you inside their homes, they are more compliant and involved. They are grateful for all your
interventions aimed at reducing their pain and suffering”. Through this genuine communication, relationships
are more satisfying and profound, according to Alessia: “With the patients who are aware of their prognoses,
I find myself talking about some important, serious matters that can help them but also enrich me. I can think of
their existential narrations and learn more about the meaning of life”.
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3.2. Second Area of Thematic Prevalence: Relatives and the Conspiracy of Silence

A second relevant thematic category concerns the relationship with the patients’ relatives, who are
often considered to be the most substantial obstacle to sincere communication. Indeed, there are several
situations in which they openly request patients not be informed about their condition, as reported
by Rosa: “Relatives are often the biggest problem. They want to conceal everything from their dying beloved.
We cannot do anything and we have to maintain the balance between doctors, family members, and patients
without saying anything compromising”. In the opinion of our participants, this situation is the direct
consequence of the relationships between physicians and the families, which permit the avoidance
of direct communication between doctors and patients, as highlighted by Marco (nursing student,
24 years old): “The doctor speaks with the relatives in order to know what to say, what not to say or simply
to assess the situation”, and in this way, “as relatives perceive that we are going to tell a patient the truth,
they interfere, and their determination not to inform the patient destroys any information that may help the
patient to understand”, said Matteo (professional nurse, 44 years old). However, the problem derives
from their inability to truly communicate with their beloved: “Actually, they block any form of honest
communication with their beloved because, in reality, they have not yet dealt with the reality. They do not want
to face death, and therefore, they are not able to help their dying relatives” (Stella); “All this is the effect of the
relatives’ selfishness. I see it this way, they are afraid to face the end of the story and prefer to pretend nothing is
happening” (Laura). In both nurses’ and students’ opinions: “All this is very different from other countries,
for example, the UK, where doctors must explain everything to their patients. I worked in England for a year and
a half and the relatives there were not taken into consideration before the patient, no way! Absolutely impossible,
especially if the patients were alert” (Alessia).

However, collaboration with relatives is considered essential, since they know their beloved and
their preferences, as Rosa highlighted: “We do not think we can know our patients better than their relatives,
even if they stay here for months. The family members know them better than anyone else”. Then, nurses are
trapped in a network of relational contradictions, and this causes intense frustration: “From all this,
very bad feelings spring, but you cannot say anything anyway because there is the relative who . . . controls you
like a puppet”, said Elisa.

In order to manage these situations, participants recognize the need to develop an educational
approach towards the relatives so that they can better accept their loved one’s condition, given that,
as Giovanni said: “Patients’ relatives represent their best support during end-of-life care. The patient needs to
be serene to cope with sickness and death, and the caregivers too should be able to cope with this crucial passage
by taking care of the patient”.

3.3. Third Area of Thematic Prevalence: Ethical Dilemmas and Emotional Burden

The difficulties emerging from the untruthful communication between doctors, relatives,
and patients produce many ethical problems for nurses, as described by Erika (nursing student,
22 years old): “Is it right to tell them the truth? Is it right that they enjoy the last ten days of their life without
knowing that they are dying? Or rather, would it be better to tell them exactly what is happening and prepare
them for the end? However, all these questions do not have an answer and you do not know what it is best to do”.
The bewilderment is also accentuated by identification with the patients, so that the resentment against
relatives becomes unbearable, as reported by Stella: “If I were the patient and they had not told me what
illness I had, it would be . . . horrible, a horrible way to end my life, so I felt distressed, a bit angry . . . angry with
those who decided to lie to him”. The most disturbing thought to manage is their own perception of being
part of the same conspiracy of silence originating from the doctor–relative relationship: “I do not like
to lie or tell the truth partially. I want to be sincere. When I am required to lie, I feel like I am betraying my
principles” (Alessia); “All this is very unmanageable. It is problematic because I find it difficult to lie . . . I felt
fake too, false, a liar really” (Erika).

However, despite all this, nurses admit that, sometimes, there are patients who do not want
to talk about their death: “Everyone can know a certain amount of truth, and we have to respect
the individual’s needs to know or be ignorant of the truth” (Julia, professional nurse, 26 years old);
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“It is important that a patient should never be robbed of his/her hope. You must never take it away.
We have seen people who were supposed to die in a week and instead lived for other 3–4 months,
and even quite well, because they had hope” (Rosa). Even if both students and nurses agree that open
communication is the best way to proceed, at the same time, they admit that they do not know how
to manage the psychological consequences of breaking bad news in the correct way: “It is a terrible
responsibility because, after such information, the patient’s life changes forever. When the time comes
to tell the truth, everything is more difficult. [ . . . ] The nurse who was on shift was not able to manage
the crisis of the patient who had just received the bad news because he had hoped that there would
still be some future for him”, said Sara.

Most difficult to manage are the ethical dilemmas that arise when the patients’ knowledge is
ambiguous. In such cases, it is impossible to answer their questions because they just want reassurances.
Patients suspect that they are going to die, but actually hope that they are not: “She knew she was sick
but she did not want the details, but she looked for reassurance from the nurses” (Valentina, nursing student,
21 years old); “They very often know we do not tell them the truth, but they want to hear something different”
(Giada, professional nurse, 69 years old).

The tension between conspiracy of silence and ethical dilemmas causes an intense burden because
participants believe that they are actually betraying their patients: “You feel a bit like a betrayer because they
should trust you, but you keep hiding things from them” (Ester, nursing student, 22 years old); “I return home,
and I feel really guilty. I feel horrible” (Eva, nursing student, 22 years old); “All this frustrates me, because it
appears to me that I am not doing my job properly” (Violet, nursing student, 23 years old); “You feel a nobody
. . . helpless”(Elisa); “I should be a pivot for my patients, and if I can do nothing to make their journey better,
I believe I failed as a nurse. I am a nurse who values myself less than I could” (Marco). Resentment toward
doctors and relatives is stressful as well, as reported by Matteo: “Sometimes we would like to take it out on
the relatives or on the doctors. It is very hard coming to the end with all these dilemmas. All this makes us angry”.
In order to deal with this burden, participants agreed that they really need support. They find it in
psychologists and, more specifically, in sessions of group therapy, as described by Giorgia (professional
nurse, 54 years old): “Luckily, we here, in the hospice, have a psychologist who organizes some group sessions.
Everyone expresses what he/she feels, his/her own experiences, and we go on like this”.

3.4. Fourth Area of Thematic Prevalence: Absence of a Bridge Between Active Treatments and Palliative Care

In the participants’ opinions, all these difficulties derive from lack of a suitable transition from
active treatments to palliative care, reflecting poor management by the healthcare system. Patients and
families need time to accept bad news, from the diagnosis to the inauspicious prognosis, and giving
information too late hinders their ability to accept the terminally ill’s condition: “They arrive unprepared.
They were told that this is not a hospice but a clinic, so their expectations are very high” (Elia, professional
nurse, 33 years old); “They need time, and we need the same as well. We need time to get to know each other
and form a good relationship. It is necessary to manage this passage accurately because the entire life of patients
and their families is changing” (Elia). If this passage is poorly accomplished, they develop unrealistic
expectations and “When the reality is finally undeniable, a terrible shock follows. Dealing with this in a hospice
is very complicated, because when someone has been sick for years and nobody has ever told them the truth,
it is quite impossible to recognize their psychological resources to inform them that there is no hope” (Stella);

“We should start from there, making the doctors aware of this, because you know, any doctor just considers his/her
own job, they do not see all the difficulties that follow their incapacity to manage the bad news” (Giorgia).

In their opinion, “It is necessary to remove the general censorship of mortality, and it is important
to make people aware of palliative care”. Most people “do not even know what a hospice is, not even
their relatives. In Italy, we are unfortunately still really far from knowing what a hospice is”, according
to Rosa. The taboo surrounding death also leads to the fact that not even the nurses really possess the
proper instruments and training to manage their patients’ end-of-life care appropriately, as reported by
Claudio (professional nurse, 50 years old): “We should first of all prepare ourselves. We should have
some proper instruments to communicate with our patients, because unfortunately, the majority of
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us never had proper training, and you do this because you feel you can, or perhaps because you feel
particularly inspired that day, and you say the right words, but maybe the day after that, in the same
situation, you are taken aback. We lack proper training”.

4. Discussion

Lack of proper, sincere communication between healthcare professionals and patients,
especially concerning the disclosure of bad news (truth-telling) is a well-recognized and complex
issue, especially when a patient is terminally ill and still not fully aware of his/her condition [2,3].

The present research allowed the further exploration of the critical issues encountered by nurses
who work in palliative care units when they have to deal with patients who are not aware of their
diagnoses and/or prognoses. Since nurses represent the professional category that spends the most
significant amount of time in direct contact with patients, and as a result of not being allowed to
communicate any prognoses, they are usually those who also suffer most intensely from the impact of
critical issues related to the lack of truth-telling [17].

Indeed, the participants of this study reported a strong emotional burden linked to these situations,
with high levels of anxiety, fear of betraying the patient’s trust when doctors or family members
demand their silence concerning the patient’s diagnosis/prognosis, and the feeling that they are
actually jeopardizing their relationships with their patients. Nurses, moreover, in the absence of sincere
communication with the patients, feel that they constantly struggle to offer them palliative care of a high
quality, including proper assistance at the end of life, but they feel, at the same time, frustrated because
of their inability to actually provide all of this. This often leads to a lack of satisfaction, sadness,
demoralization, and a fear of not doing what is actually best for the patient [15,16].

Such a heavy burden largely stems from the ethical dilemmas constantly experienced by nurses
because of the conflict between their desire to be sincere and the extreme difficulty, or impossibility, to
do so, as reported by other research [11]. This often leads to feelings of uncertainty and confusion,
but also frustration, helplessness, and guilt when nurses are required to lie or to evade their patients’
requests for information [16].

The core issue of ethical dilemmas in the medical field within the international context is the
patients’ fundamental right to self-determination and consent [5]. The nurses’ frustration results,
in particular, from the fact that even though the doctor decides whether to tell the truth or not, the
nurses are the ones who must deal with the consequences of their decisions, along with their patients.

Moreover, feelings of rage toward those (patients’ relatives or doctors) who impose on nurses their
decision to not properly inform patients are also common [13]. Patients’ relatives are often considered
to be the main obstacle to truth-telling practice, since it is very common for them to impose their choice
of silence on nurses, most of the time because they desperately try to ignore the reality [9,14,15,30].

Other possible reasons that may obstruct truth-telling have been linked by the participants to
the broader Italian cultural context that still does not accept death as an essential part of life and
tends, therefore, to even refuse to talk about it, even inside palliative care units. This determines,
in turn, a serious lack of proper training for healthcare professionals, who actually find themselves
unprepared to deal with their patients’ end-of-life care. Since they have no professional skills to
deal with these situations, and in order to protect themselves from the strong ethical dilemmas and
confusion they experience, nurses report that they prefer to avoid patients who are unaware of their
condition, even though this does not actually allow them to feel better about it [14].

However, some participants have invented a different, more functional way of dealing with the
distress linked to truth-telling. It is a particular kind of communication with the patient that aims
to help him/her understand his/her health condition through some questions posed by the nurse,
which highlight the patient’s current condition and symptoms, without openly telling the patient
that he/she is actually dying. Furthermore, participants also found that the support of psychologists
helps them to deal with these paradoxical situations. In particular, they considered some group
therapy sessions organized by a psychologist, in which they could share their experiences with all



Behav. Sci. 2020, 10, 88 10 of 13

their colleagues, as comforting. A summary of the main themes that emerged from the participants’
narrations and of the relations between them is represented in Figure 1.
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A significant change in the way the healthcare professionals communicate amongst themselves and
their patients is the primary necessity. The participants’ narrations represent a complex challenge for
all the parties involved; however, there is a conceptual framework from which we can begin to address
it. At its core is the fundamental right of self-determination for patients who have decision-making
capacity. One of the greatest difficulties identified by nurses in the present research is the obstacle
to sincere communication imposed by patients’ family members. It is the right of patients to know
as much about their medical condition as they wish to know and to make their own decisions about
their care. At the same time, patients have a right to request that health providers not make them
aware of their medical condition. In addition, patients should decide with whom to share their
medical information and whether or not they wish to delegate decision-making to someone other than
themselves even if they retain capacity for decision-making. The medical provider should elicit the
patient’s preferences without family or friends present to avoid undue influence over their decisions.
The expressed wishes of the patient should be documented in his/her medical record in order for
them to be shared and honored by all members of the medical team. If the patient requests truthful
communications, all members of the team, including nurses, would be allowed to engage in them.
The judgement of physicians or family members about truth-telling must never substitute the patient’s
own wishes.

This patient-centered approach would help prevent disagreements among different members of
the healthcare team, a problem that has been highlighted by many nurses who find themselves in
conflict with other colleagues, especially doctors, who might not share their view on the necessity to
properly communicate with patients. The unmistakable will of the patient, clearly documented in
his/her medical record, would guide communications and help put an end to these misunderstandings.

The patient’s inalienable right to choose freely for himself/herself is indeed stated by the law
both in Italy (e.g., law n. 219 of 2017) and internationally (e.g., the Oviedo Convention of 1997).
Hospitals, hospices, and other healthcare facilities and agencies should enshrine these principles into
their own policies in order to set expectations of their staff to abide by the law and place patients at the
center of medical practice. Institutional policies would help empower nurses and other healthcare
providers to hold each other accountable.
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Psychologists can help providers develop the necessary skills to engage patients in difficult
conversations about their preferences and goals of care. They can educate them on the proper way to
explore a patient’s will to be informed (or not to be), communicate eventual bad news, and to deal with
a patient’s emotional responses as well as their own. Psychologists could also help mediate complex
interactions between the healthcare professionals’ needs on one hand and the patients’ and their families’
ones on the other, encouraging an open dialogue.

In addition to healthcare providers, there is a need to educate society in general, which should
also include Death Education [27], in order to be able to finally accept human vulnerability and death
in our culture, to be able to discuss about it, and to make plans for future medical treatments serenely.

5. Conclusions

This research allowed some fundamental issues that are still critical in the relationship between
nurses and patients to be highlighted, especially concerning sincere communication of the patient’s
diagnosis and prognosis (truth-telling).

This is a particularly delicate issue, since nurses are not allowed to give a patient information
concerning his/her condition without a doctor’s approval, and, even though the importance of
sincere communication with a patient is now generally well recognized, doctors still very often opt for
incomplete or totally absent sharing of information, most of the time because they lack the psychological
skills needed to manage these situations, and because it is very common for family members to ask a
doctor not to tell their relative the truth.

Since this important issue can actually be considered part of a widespread conspiracy of silence
(even inside healthcare contexts), the main element on which it would be fundamental to take action
is the professional curricula useful in understanding and approaching death and dying in health
profession degrees. Considering what has emerged from this research, it appears fundamental to
adopt a completely new attitude toward death and dying, especially while dealing with terminally ill
patients. This will obviously require a broader cultural change, so death itself will not be considered as
something to ignore, but accepted as part of life itself, something to talk about, and a crucial theme
for every healthcare professional’s training. The starting point is for health professionals to respect
and honor the patient’s right to self-determination within a health system focused on providing
patient-centered care.

Limits of the Research

The main limit of this research is linked with its participants, since it involved only the nurses’
points of view, and, in relation to this aspect, it would also be very interesting to investigate the
opinions and thoughts of the other figures involved in this matter.

It would be very important to explore doctors’ opinions, as they are, in fact, those who generally
decide not to tell a patient the truth, and to learn about the opinions of psychologists, who support
doctors and nurses, as well as patients and relatives in their end-of-life journeys. Of course, caregivers’
opinions need to be studied too, since it is they who often ask doctors and nurses not to disclose a
poor diagnosis and/or prognosis to their loved ones, and who know the patients more intimately.
Moreover, since nurses who work in palliative care are prone to burnout [31] and depression [32],
future research is required in order to explore the link between burnout, depression, and truth-telling
among nurses in palliative care.

Author Contributions: Conceptualization, I.T. and R.C.; methodology, I.T., M.A.W. and M.B.; software, I.T. and
M.A.W.; formal analysis I.T., M.A.W., D.K., and S.P.; investigation, I.T. and D.K.; data curation, I.T., M.A.W., and
D.K.; writing—original draft preparation, I.T., R.C., D.K., and S.P.; writing—review and editing, R.C., D.K., and
S.P.; supervision, I.T.; project administration, I.T. All authors have read and agreed to the published version of
the manuscript.

Funding: This research received no external funding



Behav. Sci. 2020, 10, 88 12 of 13

Conflicts of Interest: The authors declare no conflict of interest.

Data Sharing and Accessibility: The data that support the findings of this study are available on request from
the corresponding author. The data are not publicly available due to privacy or ethical restrictions.

References

1. Ehsani, M.; Taleghani, F.; Hemati, S.; Abazari, P. Perceptions of patients, families, physicians and nurses
regarding challenges in cancer disclosure: A descriptive qualitative study. Eur. J. Oncol. Nurs. 2016, 25, 55–61.
[CrossRef] [PubMed]

2. Kazdaglis, G.; Arnaoutoglou, C.; Karypidis, D.; Memekidou, G.; Spanos, G.; Papadopoulos, O. Disclosing
the truth to terminal cancer patients: A discussion of ethical and cultural issues. East. Mediterr. Health J.
2010, 16, 442–447. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

3. Tang, W.-R.; Fang, J.-T.; Fang, C.-K.; Fujimori, M. Truth telling in medical practice: Students’ opinions versus
their observations of attending physicians’ clinical practice. Psycho-Oncology 2012, 22, 1605–1610. [CrossRef]

4. Fan, Z.; Chen, L.; Meng, L.; Jiang, H.; Zhao, Q.; Zhang, L.; Fang, C.-K. Preference of cancer patients and
family members regarding delivery of bad news and differences in clinical practice among medical staff.
Support. Care Cancer 2018, 27, 583–589. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

5. Di Giacomo, P.; Mariotti, A.; Vignali, A.; Andruccioli, J. La consapevolezza nella diagnosi e nella prognosi
nella persona con malattia a prognosi infausta: La percezione negli atteggiamenti di un gruppo di medici e
infermieri. Prof. Inferm. 2012, 65, 143–153.

6. Council of Europe. Convention for the Protection of Human Rights and Dignity of the Human Being with
Regard to the Application of Biology and Medicine: Convention on Human Rights and Biomedicine. 1997.
Available online: https://rm.coe.int/168007cf98 (accessed on 23 March 2018).

7. Federazione Nazionale degli Ordini dei Medici Chirurghi e degli Odontoiatri (National Federation of the
General Medical and Orthodontist Councils). Code of Medical Deontology. 2014. Available online: https://
portale.fnomceo.it/wp-content/uploads/2018/03/CODICE-DEONTOLOGIA-MEDICA-2014.pdf (accessed on
19 February 2018).

8. Federazione Nazionale Ordini Professioni Infermieristiche (National Federation Nursing Professions
Councils). Nurse’s Deontological Code. 2009. Available online: http://www.fnopi.it/norme-e-codici/
deontologia/il-codice-deontologico.htm (accessed on 19 February 2018).

9. Shahidi, J. Not telling the truth: Circumstances leading to concealment of diagnosis and prognosis from
cancer patients. Eur. J. Cancer Care 2009, 19, 589–593. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

10. Ghandourh, W.A. Palliative care in cancer: Managing patients’ expectations. J. Med. Radiat. Sci. 2016, 63, 242–257.
[CrossRef] [PubMed]

11. Reinke, L.F.; Shannon, S.E.; Engelberg, R.A.; Young, J.P.; Curtis, J.R. Supporting Hope and Prognostic
Information: Nurses’ Perspectives on Their Role When Patients Have Life-Limiting Prognoses. J. Pain
Symptom Manag. 2010, 39, 982–992. [CrossRef]

12. Abazari, P.; Taleghani, F.; Hematti, S.; Ehsani, M. Exploring perceptions and preferences of patients, families,
physicians, and nurses regarding cancer disclosure: A descriptive qualitative study. Support. Care Cancer
2016, 24, 4651–4659. [CrossRef]

13. Vivian, R. Truth telling in palliative care nursing: The dilemmas of collusion. Int. J. Palliat. Nurs.
2006, 12, 341–348. [CrossRef]

14. McLennon, S.M.; Uhrich, M.; Lasiter, S.; Chamness, A.R.; Helft, P.R. Oncology Nurses’ Narratives About
Ethical Dilemmas and Prognosis-Related Communication in Advanced Cancer Patients. Cancer Nurs.
2013, 36, 114–121. [CrossRef]

15. Noble, H.; Price, J.; Porter, S. The challenge to health professionals when carers resist truth telling at the end
of life: A qualitative secondary analysis. J. Clin. Nurs. 2014, 24, 927–936. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

16. Canzona, M.R.; Love, D.; Barrett, R.; Henley, J.; Bridges, S.; Koontz, A.; Nelson, S.; Daya, S. “Operating in the
dark”: Nurses’ attempts to help patients and families manage the transition from oncology to comfort care.
J. Clin. Nurs. 2018, 27, 4158–4167. [CrossRef]

17. Helft, P.R.; Chamness, A.; Terry, C.; Uhrich, M. Oncology Nurses’ Attitudes Toward Prognosis-Related
Communication: A Pilot Mailed Survey of Oncology Nursing Society Members. Oncol. Nurs. Forum
2011, 38, 468–474. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.ejon.2016.09.003
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/27865253
http://dx.doi.org/10.26719/2010.16.4.442
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/20795432
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/pon.3174
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s00520-018-4348-1
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/30022347
https://rm.coe.int/168007cf98
https://portale.fnomceo.it/wp-content/uploads/2018/03/CODICE-DEONTOLOGIA-MEDICA-2014.pdf
https://portale.fnomceo.it/wp-content/uploads/2018/03/CODICE-DEONTOLOGIA-MEDICA-2014.pdf
http://www.fnopi.it/norme-e-codici/deontologia/il-codice-deontologico.htm
http://www.fnopi.it/norme-e-codici/deontologia/il-codice-deontologico.htm
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-2354.2009.01100.x
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/20030693
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/jmrs.188
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/27741380
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jpainsymman.2009.11.315
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s00520-016-3308-x
http://dx.doi.org/10.12968/ijpn.2006.12.7.21612
http://dx.doi.org/10.1097/NCC.0b013e31825f4dc8
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/jocn.12634
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/24850420
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/jocn.14603
http://dx.doi.org/10.1188/11.ONF.468-474
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/21708537


Behav. Sci. 2020, 10, 88 13 of 13

18. Newman, A.R. Nurses’ Perceptions of Diagnosis and Prognosis-Related Communication. Cancer Nurs.
2016, 39, E48–E60. [CrossRef]

19. Pope, C.; Ziebland, S.; Mays, N. Analysing Qualitative Data. Qualit. Res. Health Care 2007, 320, 63–81.
[CrossRef]

20. Sanjek, R. Keeping Ethnography Alive in an Urbanizing World. Hum. Organ. 2000, 59, 280–288. [CrossRef]
21. Gill, M. The Possibilities of Phenomenology for Organizational Research. Organ. Res. Methods 2014, 17, 118–137.

[CrossRef]
22. Testoni, I.; Russotto, S.; Zamperini, A.; De Leo, D. Addiction and religiosity in facing suicide: A qualitative

study on meaning of life and death among homeless people. Ment. Illn. 2018, 10, 16–24. [CrossRef]
23. Marshall, C.; Rossman, G.B. Designing Qualitative Research; SAGE: Thousand Oaks, CA, USA, 1999.
24. Testoni, I.; Parise, G.; Visintin, E.P.; Zamperini, A.; Ronconi, L. Literary plastination: From body’s

objectification to the ontological representation of death, differences between sick-literature and tales
by amateur writers. TPM Test. Psychom. Methodol. Appl. Psychol. 2016, 23, 247–263.

25. Zamperini, A.; Testoni, I.; Primo, D.; Prandelli, M. Because Moms Say So: Narratives of Lesbian Mothers in
Italy. J. GLBT Fam. Stud. 2015, 12, 91–110. [CrossRef]

26. Testoni, I.; Cichellero, S.; Kirk, K.; Cappelletti, V.; Cecchini, C. When Death Enters the Theater of Psychodrama:
Perspectives and Strategies of Psychodramatists. J. Loss Trauma 2019, 24, 516–532. [CrossRef]

27. Testoni, I.; Iacona, E.; Fusina, S.; Floriani, M.; Crippa, M.; Maccarini, A.; Zamperini, A. “Before I die I want
to . . . ”: An experience of death education among university students of social service and psychology.
Health Psychol. Open 2018, 5. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

28. Testoni, I.; Sposito, D.D.L.; De Cataldo, L.; Ronconi, L. Life at all costs? Italian social representations of
end-of-life decisions after President Napolitano’s speech - margin notes on withdrawing artificial nutrition
and hydration. Nutr. Ther. Metab. 2014, 32, 121–135. [CrossRef]

29. Wallis, J.; Burns, J.; Capdevila, R. Q Methodology and a Delphi Poll: A Useful Approach to Researching a
Narrative Approach to Therapy. Qual. Res. Psychol. 2009, 6, 173–190. [CrossRef]

30. Wang, D.-C.; Peng, X.; Guo, C.-B.; Su, Y.-J. When clinicians telling the truth is de facto discouraged,
what is the family’s attitude towards disclosing to a relative their cancer diagnosis? Support. Care Cancer
2012, 21, 1089–1095. [CrossRef]

31. Woo, T.; Ho, R.; Tang, A.; Tam, W. Global prevalence of burnout symptoms among nurses: A systematic
review and meta-analysis. J. Psychiatr. Res. 2020, 123, 9–20. [CrossRef]

32. Tung, Y.-J.; Lo, K.K.; Ho, R.; Tam, W.W.S. Prevalence of depression among nursing students: A systematic
review and meta-analysis. Nurse Educ. Today 2018, 63, 119–129. [CrossRef]

© 2020 by the authors. Licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland. This article is an open access
article distributed under the terms and conditions of the Creative Commons Attribution
(CC BY) license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).

http://dx.doi.org/10.1097/NCC.0000000000000365
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/9780470750841.ch7
http://dx.doi.org/10.17730/humo.59.3.5473111j42374034
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/1094428113518348
http://dx.doi.org/10.1108/mi.2018.7420
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/1550428X.2015.1102669
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/15325024.2018.1548996
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/2055102918809759
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/30479826
http://dx.doi.org/10.5301/NTM.2014.12488
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/14780880701734545
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s00520-012-1629-y
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jpsychires.2019.12.015
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.nedt.2018.01.009
http://creativecommons.org/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/.

	Introduction 
	Material and Methods 
	Objectives 
	Participants 
	Methodology 

	Results 
	First Area of Thematic Prevalence: The Impairment of the Relationship with the Patient 
	Second Area of Thematic Prevalence: Relatives and the Conspiracy of Silence 
	Third Area of Thematic Prevalence: Ethical Dilemmas and Emotional Burden 
	Fourth Area of Thematic Prevalence: Absence of a Bridge Between Active Treatments and Palliative Care 

	Discussion 
	Conclusions 
	References

