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Cultural & Spiritual Awareness   
  

              

The POLST Conversation involves a rich dialogue incorporating goals of care,  
wishes during critical illness, and patient and/or family awareness of their medical  
condition.  Cultural and spiritual awareness and sensitivity is vital during these  
discussions.  We must also acknowledge that:  

• Each of us probably will never fully understand the many cultural and  
spiritual beliefs of our patients/residents,  

• We cannot assume that a patient/resident or family shares identical values  
and beliefs simply based on their ethnicity or culture,  

• We need to explore and respect the individual values, spiritual beliefs and  
cultural traditions of each patient/resident and their family.  

 
Although meeting the diverse needs of our patients/residents and their families is a  
challenge, our role provides a unique opportunity to assist and support others  
during critical times of illness and dying.  We must acknowledge and appreciate  
that many cultural and spiritual beliefs differ from our own. We need to actively  
encourage others to share their thoughts and feelings in order to build  
understanding and trust, and to enhance communication.  When conflict arises, we  
need to use effective communication techniques to understand the issues and build  
bridges to provide effective care.  

 
As we facilitate the POLST Conversation, we should not make assumptions about  
anyone’s cultural or spiritual beliefs, but we need to:  

• Ask the patient/resident or their family, What do you know about your  
condition?  

• Ask, How much do you want to know?  
• Ask, Is there anyone that you want to be here as we talk? Or, Is there  

someone that you want me to talk with?  
• Ask, Do you have an Advance Directive naming your  

Decision-maker if you are unable to talk with us sometime in the future?  
• Acknowledge feelings and encourage discussion – I am so sorry.  How can I  

help you? Or, What is most important to you at this time?   


