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Establishing Social Work Bereavement Practice in an Acute Oncology 
Specialist Hospital K.Turner1, D.Beovich1, F.Wiseman1, A.Hocking1, L.Joubert2 1Social Work Department, Peter MacCallum Cancer Centre 

2Social Work, School of Health Sciences, University of Melbourne Background
Peter MacCallum Cancer Centre (Peter Mac) continues to develop
supportive care services that promote best practice in the
psychosocial domain. This project serves to build on earlier work
undertaken to address gaps in service delivery where
bereavement care has been identified.

The current phase of this project builds on the findings and
recommendations of an earlier 2013 project, “Exploring the
Bereavement Service needs of carers of patients dying in
hospital.” Early review indicated that there was considerable
concern that aspects of bereavement care were not being
addressed adequately and that implementing a protocol would be
of benefit.

Methodology & Key Findings
A literature review was undertaken. Key stake-holders were
interviewed to update knowledge of current processes. This
included medical, nursing and allied health teams across inpatient
wards.

A number of themes emerged that guided the development of the
protocol. These include consensus that early referral to
professionals who specialise in psycho-social assessment appears
to result in better outcomes and that there was benefit for both
the bereaved and the bereavement care provider to have had
some previous contact with patient and family/caregivers. The
need to consider anticipatory grief work, as well as identifying
appropriate interventions and referrals for supportive care, also
appeared to be beneficial.

Further Information: 
Alison.Hocking@petermac.org

Outcomes
1. Social work to be notified of all inpatient
deaths, requiring a change in clinical
governance policy.
• Clinical Procedures: Death of a Patient
• HIS Medical Forms and Templates
• Information Sheets

2. Implementation of a Social work
Bereavement Protocol which works to
provide clarity in the process of undertaking
and recording bereavement interventions.

 Bereavement Contact template added to
Social Work suite of documents to
ensure clarity and consistency of
documentation

 Training of all Social Workers in clinical
roles in assessment of bereavement-
specific risk and provision of clinical
bereavement care and referral.

 Development of a Bereavement Portfolio
within the Social Work Department to
action & monitor the protocol.

Challenges to providing Bereavement Care 
in the Acute setting
There are significant challenges to providing
comprehensive post-bereavement supports in
acute hospital settings. These may include but
are not limited to: Brief nature of admission;
Primary focus on complex, acute treatment;
Rapidly changing goals of care; Funding
arrangements; Issues for staff in coping with this
work
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