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BEREAVEMENT CARE IN PALLIATIVE CARE IN 
IRELAND 

BACKGROUND 
Bereavement care is an explicit aspect of holistic palliative1. Public health models 2,3  or  graduated models of support 4 are increasingly recommended. 
We have no knowledge whether comprehensive  bereavement care is provided through palliative care services in Europe.    Secondly, we have no up-to-
date picture of bereavement services through palliative care in Ireland.  
The Bereavement Taskforce of the European Association of Palliative conducted a survey as the first phase of its work. 

STUDY AIMS 
• Describe bereavement care in palliative care 

services in Ireland relative to Europe 
• Describe bereavement care in palliative care 

services relative to public health models and the 
NICE framework 

METHOD AND ANALYSIS 
• An online questionnaire was developed ; 
• It contained six sections: background information, activities, personnel, 

access, community links and funding;       
• Questionniare distributed via the EAPC to 56 national associations in 32 

countries (December 2013 and January 2014);  
• Descriptive frequencies were generated for European data;  
• Subset of Irish responses (n=15) were extracted and analysed 

separately.  

EUROPE 
There were 370 responses from 25 countries in Europe (78%) 
and 302 (82%) provided bereavement service.   
Formal guidelines informed organization of services in 98 
(33%) units, and 75 (25%) used a formal risk assessment tool to 
assess support needs.    
Bereavement coordinators were employed in 135 (45%).   

302 palliative 

care services 

(82%) provide 

bereavement 

services 

IRELAND 
Fourteen services provided bereavement care, with one hospital service having 
no dedicated palliative bereavement care support.  Eight of the responding 
services represented comprehensive services with inpatient; hospital, day care 
and home care components.  
 
RANGE OF SERVICES 
Irish palliative care services have access to a range of bereavement care options 
at least equal to the palliative care services in Europe (Table 1).       
General information and normalised ‘universal’ or ‘level 1’ supports are well 
represented as are services for those experiencing difficulty  (‘indicated’ or ‘level 
3’ services).   Level two services in Europe, as well as in Ireland are primarily 
provided by professionals on a one to one basis or through home visit.  Support 
groups or volunteer based one to one supports are less in evidence.  

Level 

public 

health 

NICE 

level 

  Services with 

access in 

EUROPE 

N (%) 

Services with 

access in 

IRELAND 

N (%) 

Universal 1 Telephone support 254 (84%) 11 (79%) 

    Literature on adult grief 245 (81%) 13 (93%) 

    Literature on children’s grief 222 (74%) 12 (86%) 

    Info/education session 

bereavement 

196 (65%) 7   (50%) 

    Letters to individual/family 179 (59%) 11 (79%) 

    Memorial services 170 (56%) 12 (86%) 

    Card to individual/family 149 (49%) 9  (64%) 

    Attend funeral 123 (41%) 4  (29%) 

    Anniversary card 68  (22%) 5 (36%) 

          

Selective 2 One to one support by professions 

employed by palliative care service 

  

237 (79%) 

  

13 (93%) 

    Home visits to provide 

bereavement support 

  

177 (59%) 

  

12 (86%) 

    Refer to support group from other 

agency 

  

176 (58%) 

  

11 (79%) 

    Provide support group 169 (46%) 5  (36%) 

    Provide one to one volunteer 

support 

  

135 (45%) 

  

3  (15%) 

    Refer to one to one volunteer 

support external agency 

  

106 (35%) 

  

5  (36%) 

          

Indicative 3 Provide bereavement counselling 244 (81%) 13 (93%) 

    Refer to other counselling/therapy 232 (77%) 13 (93%) 

    Psychological support/ 

psychotherapy with  agreed 

protocol 

  

196 (65%) 

  

7 (50%) 

    Referral to psychiatrist 192 (64%) 9 (64%) 

Results 

Table 1: Availability of bereavement support through palliative care services in Europe 
and Ireland 

While services & supports are identified in table two, it is still unknown if support 
allocation decisions are made according to the universal, selective, indicative 
model.      
In Ireland, the primary means of considering bereavement need was through 
multi-disciplinary team opinion (n=14), supplemented by specified staff member 
input (n=9).  Four of the services named formal risk assessments used as part of 
the decision-making process.  
Only, three service use local and formal guidelines/policy for bereavement care;  
no national guidance was referred to by eleven services . 

CONCLUSION and DISCUSSION 
The most prevalent bereavement supports in Irish palliative care services involve 
professionals providing/ referring to counselling and providing one-to one support.  
 (See table two)  

Rank Australia (2007) UK (2003) USA (2002) Europe (2014) Ireland (2014) 

1 Telephone calls Face to face 

support 

Letters/ notices 

about 

meetings/group

s 

Telephone 

support 

Literature on 

adult grief 

2 Literature/material

s 

Telephone calls Telephone calls Literature Provide (and 

refer)  to 

bereavement 

counselling 

3 Memorial services Group support Literature/ 

materials  

Bereavement 

counselling 

One to one 

support by 

palliative care 

professionals 

The extent to which the services match actual needs of families and the broader 
connection to external natural and professional communities merits further 
consideration in a more in-depth national study.   The absence of national and local 
guidelines identifies a policy gap.  
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Table two: Most commonly used bereavement supports in Australia, UK and USA (reported by 
O’Connor 2009 5) with the most commonly available bereavement supports in Europe and in 
Ireland (EAPC survey, 2014) 
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