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Agenda and Learning Objectives

 Some Definitions

 What is a Challenging Family?
 Self Awareness and Communication
 Discussion of Case Studies

 Explore Strategies, Questions to Ask



We Are Family

 A family is:  those persons in one’s circle of close 
connections, including blood relations, legal relations, 
friend group, extended family, community and pets.



Challenging Situations

 Questioning professional knowledge/Mistrust

 Not telling patient they are dying

 Conflict within the Family; differing values/beliefs

 Not accepting care

 Unrealistic expectations/denial (cure)(miracle)

 Complaining

 Heightened Emotion



A Challenging Family

 What happened to this family?

 Curiosity



Self Awareness

Where are you today? At this moment? What 
is on your mind?

Presence

Deep Breath! Watch the clock.  



COMMUNICATION, COMMUNICATION, 
COMMUNICATION

 What are you trying to express/explain
 Body language
 Team work

 Use your tools



Discuss Amongst Yourselves:
Family Dynamics

 80 year old woman, Mary, pancreatic cancer, diagnosed 6 months ago, being 
admitted to residential hospice.  Family include husband of 20 years (he is 
POA), second marriage, divorced from first spouse. Two adult children of hers 
and step daughter through current marriage.  One sister, very close, talk 
every day.  7 grand children ages 16-33.  Her husband’s first wife died of 
undisclosed illness 30 years ago.  

 Family dynamics are tense.  Mary’s children do not get along with step child. 

 Children not satisfied with prognosis, asking for more treatment.  They 
question physician’s assessments and drugs being prescribed. 

 Mary was told she could have up to a year to live and has decided on comfort 
care only at this point, after discussions with her doctor and husband.  



A Demanding Family

 63 year old gentleman with lung cancer, diagnosed 6 years ago.  Lives at 
home with his wife who works full time.  They have two daughters, one is in 
Ottawa working and one is in Montreal at university, working on a graduate 
degree.  

 The elder daughter is POA and her father lets her do the talking.  She 
researches and questions all medications, treatment suggestions, prognosis 
and plans of care.  Meetings with doctors are often an hour in length due to 
her questions and exploration of options.  She often questions the nurses and 
PSW’s actions and requests things be done with her dad on his(her) schedule.

 The wife is very quiet and rarely speaks.  She is often tearful.  The younger 
daughter is also quiet and goes along with her sister’s suggestions. There is 
tension between the sisters.



Another Case??

A challenging case you have or are having that you’d 
like to bring forward?



Questions to Ask

 What happened to this family?

 What is the emotion behind the behavior?
 What else do you need to know?  
 What do they need to know?



More Questions

 Have they had time to process new information?

 Is everyone on the same page?

 What do they, as a unit, need from us?

 What am I feeling right now?

 Other questions?



Recap

 Be Curious, Ask Questions

 Be Self-Aware
 Use a Trauma-Informed lens
 Use your Communication tools



For your attention, your participation and 
most especially for the work that you do 
for families trying to navigate this most 

difficult time.
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