Check Your Bags


Practical thoughts, tips & questions to enhance psychosocial 

care at end-of-life
This is offered as a gathering of some suggestions and ideas, rather than as a complete list.



______________________________________________
There may be differences in 
· What stories are told about the person and/or their illness, death or burial (e.g. narratives concerning the spirit of the deceased – whether it will be active or absent in their life; whether it’s friendly or dangerous; whether it will visit or want to take them away.
· How people remember or forget the person, how grief is experienced in the body, what the predominant feelings or responses (revenge, sorrow, etc.) are.
· Whether grief is collective or individual.
· Requirements regarding rituals before and after death.
· Cultural/political conditions around deaths (war, censorship, fear).
· Whether or not people are damaged, hurt or affected by racial challenges within systems and within our culture. How they have generally been treated by the predominant culture – issues of trust, benefit, past experiences.
Tips 

· Become skillful at being a beginner – take a ‘not knowing’ stance… “I need your help”. Be tentative rather than certain, keep the communication open, build trust

· Learn how to put aside what you consider to be truth and knowledge in order to be open to the realities of others 

· Don’t judge people as deficient because they are different; don’t see difference as pathology

· Don’t be defensive 
· Find out who can talk to whom about what

· Consider that ‘rank’ might matter

· Find out the etiquette for asking questions
· Ask about appropriate and inappropriate things to say 

· Ask what they find helpful (maybe talking, maybe doing something, maybe … for you to learn!)

· Get help if available
Don’t be surprised if…
· the situation isn’t as simple as it, at first, seems

· there are contradictions in thinking (e.g., ‘death is devastating’ and ‘you must get on with life’)

· someone has little to say about their perspective(they may take it for granted)

· someone does not ‘fit the mould’ expected within their culture

Possible questions 

· What do you think caused this illness?

· How and when did this illness start?
· How have you been affected by what has happened? 

· What kind of treatment do you think the patient should receive? What are the results you hope for?

· How have others in your family been affected?

· In your family/culture, how do individuals/families grieve/heal/talk…

· In your culture, what kinds of help would people try to provide for someone who is ill/dying/grieving?

· What do you fear most about the illness?

· Tell me what else I would need to know In order to understand you and possibly to help you?

· How do you feel about being in the hospital? At home? In hospice?

Safe things to do or say

· Be OK with silences

· Listen more than you talk (unless they ask you to talk)

· Use your experiences to get conversations going (e.g., In my family/culture we think that the patient should be told all about their illness, what does your family/culture think?)

· Leave the door open for future conversations

Some specific examples related to death and grief.

· People may have different ideas about what ‘dead’ is – may be different than medical opinion (may be believed to be dead while still breathing or alive when not breathing, e.g. funeral may start before death). 

· Concepts of good and bad death can/will vary across cultures (as well as within cultures and families)

· The meaning of death and the losses that follow a death may be different.

· People may have different ideas about what’s important following a death (i.e. rituals) and how grief is to be expressed.
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