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‘You are the difference you make’
Henri Nouwen
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Nurse by Ned Crosby
After the months in bed, 
Those Sundays to Fridays, Waiting for the morphine
After the days and weeks of the kept-up face For her sisters and brother
After the last words to her daughter and son, Nurse came to lay her out.
At the loneliest moment, she sings a fragile lullaby, each note a petal of 

comfort. 
She was then mother of the world, rocking her baby to sleep, after the pain 
that was prayer  

Three questions

● What do we mean by compassion? 

● Why is it important for those we care for and society 
as a whole?

● How do we cultivate a truly compassionate response 
as practitioners? 

WHAT DO WE MEAN BY 
COMPASSION?

Globality of compassion
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‘Compassion asks us to go where it 
hurts, to enter into places of pain, to 
share in brokenness, fear confusion 
and anguish... Compassion means full 
immersion in the condition of being 
human.

“You matter because you are you 
and you matter to the last day of 
your life. We will do everything 
we can to help you die peacefully 
and to help you live until you die”.

*

Total Pain

Physical

SpiritualPsychosocial

WHY IS COMPASSION 
IMPORTANT?
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*

Why we need compassion?

●Compassion assumes that we have regard, respect and concern for the 
welfare of others, are aware of the nature of suffering and have a desire to 
relieve that suffering if at all possible 

●Assumed to be central to the practice of palliative and end-of-life care

●Concern in UK over compassion ‘lost’ in healthcare 

●http://midstaffspublicinquiry.com

●http://www.gov.uk/review-of-liverpool-care-pathway-for-dying-patients

●Concern by palliative care practitioners that increasing technology in 
healthcare challenges best practice. How true is this?

●Can it be taught and if so, how? 14

 People continue to be failed by the health and social care 
system.

 End-of-life care in hospitals falls short of expectation.
 Overall , quality of care has not improved since 2011.
 Fragmentation versus co-ordination.

‘we have only one chance to get end-of-life care right for an 
individual and at present this chance is sadly being missed on 

too many occasions’
Clare Henry, CE, National Council for Palliative Care, UK

What are the challenges we face?
VOICES 2013 [EJPC 2014, 21(6)] Compassion and suffering

●Suffering cannot be treated unless 
recognized

●Having the courage to ask

●Having the strength to wait

*

Beauty surrounds us but 
usually we need to go walking 
in a garden to know it 

(Rumi c.1260)
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The action of compassionate care

Managing Final Journeys

HOW DO WE CULTIVATE A TRULY 
COMPASSIONATE RESPONSE?

In order to have compassion for 
others, we need to have compassion 
for ourselves’
Pema Chödrön

What does it mean to Love?
‘No-one was sent into the world without being 

given the infinite possibilities of the heart’
John O’ Donohue

What does it mean to Love?
‘

‘No-one was sent into the world without being given the infinite 
possibilities of the heart’

John O’ Donohue

Whom do we serve? 

*
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Who am I who cares?

Listening to the still small voice

●What we do
“Our knowledge and skills as caregivers

determine our clinical effectiveness.

Through competent curative and palliative

interventions we lessen fear, offer comfort

and build trust. We facilitate letting go’

How we do what we do
● ‘Our [palliative] identity is primarily shaped by the 

quality of the care we offer, rather than by 
proficiency with a demanding new knowledge base 
and skills set. Healing is about doing what we are 
already doing with an attitude, that understands the 
deeper narrative of what is unfolding’ (Kearney 
2008)

Can we teach compassion? 

The Evidence
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Who we are as [palliative] 
caregivers

● ‘Who we are as persons determines the quality of 
our relationships and is the most potent medicine we 
give our patients’ ( Balint 2000)

Final thoughts

‘Ar Scath a cheile ar
Mhaithamid’

We live in the shadow of each 
other

Seeking the compassionate space

*
Hafferty (1998)

Hidden 
Curriculum

From little acorns…

Mighty oak trees grow!...

*

Never be afraid of the mystery of 
wonder!
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Go raibh mhaith agaibh – thank you

● Look beneath the 
surface

● Be sustained in 
what you do

● Be nourished by 
the wisdom of 
your compassion


