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What was the research about?

When patients are seriously ill, discussions between
patients and their doctors can make it more likely that
patients get the care they want. Because family
members may help make decisions about patients’
care, they should also understand what patients want.
In this study, patients with serious illnesses filled out a
form about their goals for care and how they’d like to
discuss those goals. The research team compared
communication and care for two groups. In one group,
patients, doctors, and families saw information from
the form before a visit. The other group didn’t see the
results.

What were the results?

Compared with the group that didn’t see the results of
the form, patients in the group that did
•

Were more likely to talk with their doctors about
goals for care

•

Reported better communication with their doctors

•

Were more likely to report receiving care in line
with their goals, as long as those goals didn’t
change later in the study

There were no differences in patients’ depression and
anxiety symptoms or the rate of referrals doctors
provided to care that focuses on relieving suffering.
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Who was in the study?

The study included 537 patients with serious illnesses
and 132 doctors from clinics in Washington State. Of
these patients, 79 percent were white, 12 percent were
black, 3 percent were Asian, and 6 percent were of
other races or mixed race. Also, 1 percent were
Hispanic. The average age was 74 and 52 percent were
men. Patients in the study had cancer, lung disease, or
other long-term or serious health problems. Doctors
included primary care doctors, specialists, and nurse
practitioners.
An advisory board of patients with serious illnesses,
family members, doctors, and community members
gave feedback on the study materials.

What did the research team do?

The research team showed patients a video about how
to fill out the form. The form asked about patients’
goals for care for a serious illness. The team assigned
doctors by chance to one of two groups. In the first
group, patients, families, and doctors received
information from the patient form before a clinic visit.
In the other group, they didn’t receive this information.
Doctors reported to the research team whether any
discussion about care goals took place during the
office visit.
Patients in both groups filled out a follow-up survey
two weeks, three months, and six months after the
office visit. The surveys asked patients about
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•

Whether they had talked about their care goals
with their doctor

•

The quality of communication with their doctor

•

Whether their care matched their goals for care

•

Their depression and anxiety symptoms

What were the limits of the study?

The study took place in a single state. Results may be
different in other places. Patients and doctors willing
to be in this study may be more willing to talk about
goals for care than other patients and doctors. Results
might be different for patients and doctors who aren’t
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comfortable talking about goals for care. Only
22 percent of patients’ families were in the study. The
study relied on patients to report whether their care
matched their goals; patients may have found this
question hard to answer.

How can people use the results?

Patients with serious illnesses and their doctors may
choose to use a form to help them talk about patients’
goals for care.
To learn more about this project, visit
www.pcori.org/Curtis138.
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