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Executive Summary

The death of a loved one is one of the most painful, stressful, and difficult experiences in life.  The closer the survivor was to the deceased, the greater the suffering is likely to be.  And sadly, grief is a long-term process for which there is no shortcut. 

Bereavement counseling is one of the most effective ways to support people who have lost a loved one.  Visiting Nurse Service of New York Hospice Care has honed its expertise in bereavement counseling over the past 20 years, providing an exceptional level of services to its clients.  In addition to 2,925 family members and friends of our Hospice patients, each year we also provide bereavement counseling free of charge to 800 clients whose loved ones were not patients in our hospice.

VNSNY recognizes that many more New Yorkers need bereavement counseling than we currently serve.  In response, we will open bereavement counseling and education centers at community sites throughout New York City, bringing bereavement support to grieving people close to home.  By 2006, we will operate 12 sites providing services for an additional 1,600 people each year.

We hope that (Name of Prospect) will join us in this effort by making a grant of $(to be determined).  Your support will enable us to continue fully supporting and comforting the families of hospice patients who have died, as well as non-hospice clients.  And you will help us bring comfort and support to grieving New Yorkers throughout the city.   Thank you for your consideration. 
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Comfort and Support at a Time of Grief and Loss:

Supporting and Expanding Bereavement Services at the 

Visiting Nurse Service of New York

Introduction

The death of a loved one is one of the most painful, stressful, and difficult experiences in life.  Survivors experience bereavement, which literally means, “to be deprived by death.”  The closer the survivor was to the deceased, the greater the suffering is likely to be.  And sadly, grief is a long-term process for which there is no shortcut. 

Bereavement counseling is one of the most effective ways to support people who have lost a loved one.  Provided in groups with others who have experienced a similar loss or individually with a clinician, the main goal is to help bereaved individuals to express their thoughts and feelings, thus facilitating the grieving process.  Unlike mental health counseling, which focuses on diagnoses or crises of living, bereavement counseling specifically addresses grief and loss.

VNSNY Hospice Care has honed its expertise in bereavement counseling over the past 20 years of service.  Effective grieving is, after all, one of the three cornerstones of the hospice philosophy.  And in keeping with our mission of serving all who need care regardless of ability to pay or the limitations of third-party reimbursement, VNSNY Hospice Care provides an exceptional level of service—far exceeding Medicare requirements and well surpassing the standard level of care provided by other hospices in New York City.

Demand for bereavement counseling and support has always stretched the capacity of our small staff of clinicians, but we accommodate the needs of everyone in our hospice program and the hundreds of non-hospice clients who come to us each year for help.  In 2003, VNSNY Hospice Care incurred a cost of nearly $300,000 to provide this level of service.  The payments we received totaled only a small portion of this actual cost.

VNSNY recognizes that so many more New Yorkers need bereavement counseling than we currently serve.  In response, we will open bereavement counseling and education centers at community sites throughout New York City, bringing bereavement support to grieving people close to home.  By 2006, we will open 12 sites serving 1,600 people each year.

These expanded bereavement services will accompany a revolution in end-of-life care in New York:  the VNSNY Center for Hospice and Palliative Care.  In addition to community-based bereavement counseling and education, this new center will offer an array of services to adults and children with life-limiting illnesses and their families:  hospice care; palliative care consultation and case management; community partnerships for palliative care; and professional education and training.

The Grieving Process

All of us will lose a loved one at some point in life, and we will grieve that loss.  Society often tells us that grieving is weakness.   At VNSNY we take the viewpoint that loss and grieving are a natural part of life.  Some forms of bereavement can be particularly devastating, such as the loss of a spouse or partner, the loss of a child, the loss of a parent when one is still a child, and a loss to suicide.

In many instances when a loved one is dying, family members and friends often experience anticipatory grief—the process of coming to terms with the potential or impending loss.  Anticipatory grief can include feelings of anger, guilt, anxiety, irritability, sadness, and loss.

When a loved one dies, the bereaved person usually goes through three phases:

Shock.  Often the initial reaction to a loss, shock protects the bereaved person from being too suddenly overwhelmed by the loss.  Shock may last minutes, hours, or days.

Suffering.  This is the long period of grief during which the bereaved person gradually comes to terms with the loss.  It is characterized by feelings of sadness, anger, guilt, anxiety, and despair.  These feelings may erupt suddenly and without warning even after a period of relative calm.  The bereaved person may also experience physical and emotional distress such as fatigue, changes in sleeping or eating patterns, or depression.  Research points to an increased risk of illness and even death after bereavement, especially for elderly persons who have lost a spouse or partner.

Recovery.  The goal of grieving is not to eliminate all of the pain or memories of a loss, but rather to reorganize one’s life so that the loss is one important part of, rather than the focus of, life.  The bereaved person may always feel that loss, but it becomes part of his or her more typical feelings and experiences.

There is no single, predictable timetable for grieving.  It may take months or years for the pain to subside and to integrate the experience into one’s life.  

Where Do We Turn for Support?

We instinctively know that we need support when we are grieving; it’s fundamentally human to seek solace at a time of loss.  Most of us turn to family and friends, who provide us with the bulk of our support.  But our family and friends may not always know how to support us when we are grieving, especially if they too face loss. 

Responding to death can be awkward, uncomfortable, and even frightening.  As such, friends and family may either avoid the subject, avoid the bereaved person, or try to “fix” how the bereaved person feels.  Statements such as, “You must be strong,” “You have to get on with your life,” or “It’s good that he didn’t suffer,” while well meaning, can actually hinder the grieving process.  Additionally, society promotes the misconception that bereaved people should completely recover within six months.

The Need for Bereavement Support

Bereavement counseling can be instrumental to recovery and is one of the most effective ways to support a person who has had a loss.  It provides a safe and caring setting in which to express grief, facilitated by a professional who is trained in the grieving process.

For many of us, the benefits of bereavement support may seem self-evident.  A body of research supports this intuitive notion.  For instance:

· Bereavement support groups can improve members’ emotional, mental, and physical health during and after participation.

· Family support groups can help families ventilate feelings of anger and sadness and find ways to cope with the future.

· Families say that they want health care providers to offer emotional and spiritual support, and that they want to speak with providers after their loved one dies.

· The National Mental Health Association recommends that bereaved individuals join support groups.

For the last 20 years, we’ve seen the results of our bereavement services in the lives of the thousands of people we have served.  And we know that many more New Yorkers need this support.

Current Hospice Services

Since 1983, VNSNY Hospice Care has set the standard for hospice care in New York City.  With a multidisciplinary staff that includes nurses, physicians, social workers, spiritual care and bereavement counselors, home health aides, and volunteers, Hospice Care provides excellent and compassionate care to dying New Yorkers and their families.  

Population Served

VNSNY Hospice Care serves approximately 1,500 patients and their families each year.  About 80 percent of our patients have an advanced stage cancer.  Other diagnoses include end-stage cardiac and pulmonary disease, neurological illness, Alzheimer’s disease, and AIDS.  While most of our patients are over 65, VNSNY Hospice Care is one of the few certified programs in New York City to accept patients of all ages.  In recent years we have specifically targeted underserved individuals and communities and have thus seen increasing diversity in our patient population.  We also conduct outreach and offer programs for the lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) community.  
Services Offered

Our services reflect the three cornerstones of the hospice philosophy:

1. Self-determined life closure

2. Safe and comfortable dying

3. Effective grieving

Assistance with Activities of Daily Living:  Hospice Care provides patients and their families with the assistance of trained home health aides, who bathe, dress, lift, and feed patients and more, easing the strain on caregivers.  For patients who have no family or friends to care for them, Hospice Care coordinates 24-hour supportive care from a range of sources(home health aides, volunteers and neighbors, for example(to enable these socially isolated individuals to stay at home.

Spiritual Care:  Recognizing that pain suffered by the terminally ill frequently goes beyond the physical, Hospice Care has Catholic, Protestant, and Jewish, Muslim, Russian Orthodox, and Tibetan Buddhist chaplains to meet the spiritual needs of our multicultural clientele, all of whom are cross-trained to serve any faith or non-faith spiritual need.

Social Work:  Hospice Care provides social work services with a number of bilingual staff, who assist patients and families in coping with changes in family dynamics, loss, stress, and changes in living arrangements, as well as financial, legal, and insurance issues.  Social workers can be instrumental in reconciling estranged family and other members of the patient’s support network at a critical time.

On-Call Weekend Services:  Nursing services, which have always been available on weekends and holidays, are now supplemented by social workers, pastoral care workers, and bereavement counselors seven days a week.  Hospice Care provides these expanded on-call services in the four boroughs of New York City that it serves.

Professional and Community Education:  Hospice Care offers seminars and lectures for health care professionals in New York City on pain management and end-of-life care.   It participates in a postgraduate internship program with Columbia University Medical School and hosts delegations of health care providers from other countries.   In addition, community education workshops are provided on topics such as how to cope with the effects of a devastating illness and the value of alternative treatment modalities such as therapeutic touch.   

Collaborations:  Hospice Care has established a collaboration with Mount Sinai School of Medicine that provides training for palliative care fellows while ensuring that hospital patients receive hospice treatment.   We are participating in the United Hospital Fund Palliative Care-Quality Improvement Collaborative, through which we are working with other leaders in the field to identify best practices.

Bereavement services are discussed in detail below.

Current Bereavement Services in Detail

Bereavement support is integral to hospice care.  We provide individual and group bereavement services without cost to family members and friends, both before and throughout the 13 months following a death. As with all of our hospice services, we tailor bereavement support to meet the unique needs of hospice clients, regardless of the limitations of Medicare, Medicaid, and private insurance reimbursement.  In addition, we provide free bereavement services to more than 800 New Yorkers each year who are not VNSNY clients.

Our services include:

Individual Counseling.  For the family and friends of hospice patients, bereavement services often start before death to help loved ones cope with their anticipatory grief and continue for 13 months after death.  In 2003, we provided 425 families and friends with individual counseling sessions.

Support Groups.  We conduct eight-week support groups for people with similar bereavement experiences, such as those who have lost a spouse or partner and those who have lost a parent.  Groups are offered in English and Spanish.  In 2003, 315 people participated in 12 support groups.

Seminars.  Each month we hold a seminar on grief-related topics, such as coping with loss around the holidays, spirituality, grief in the workplace, and issues of special concern to the LGBT community.

Drop-In Groups:  Our Brooklyn, Bronx, and Queens offices provide drop-in support groups to serve clients outside of Manhattan who may not always be able to make it to our 1250 Broadway office for an eight-week group.  

Telephone Support.  Throughout the 13-month bereavement period(at key dates and anniversaries(counselors and volunteers call bereaved family members and friends, offering compassionate, competent support.  In 2003, we provided 2,500 individuals with 1,250 hours of support.

Memorial Services:  Each spring, we sponsor a program-wide, non-denominational memorial service for everyone whose loved one has died in the past year.  In the fall and winter we hold smaller memorial services for families who live in the Bronx, Brooklyn, and Queens.

Mailings:  We periodically mail educational materials and updates to family and friends about upcoming seminars, support groups, drop-in groups, and memorial services.

Services for Non-Hospice Clients:  We receive hundreds of phone calls each year from New Yorkers looking for bereavement support, and we turn no one away.  We open our support groups and provide individual and telephone counseling to anyone in need.  If individuals want call needing help and a support group won’t begin for a few weeks, we provide them with individual counseling until the group begins.  In 2003, we provided these services to 800 non-hospice clients.

An Exceptional Level of Service

All hospices share a commitment to self-determined life closure, safe and comfortable dying, and effective grieving, and as such, all hospice services provide bereavement support.  But the reality is that third-party reimbursement, mostly from Medicare but also from Medicaid and private insurance, never covers the actual cost of providing bereavement services.  So hospices must choose between their bottom lines and meeting the full needs of their clients.

VNSNY chooses to meet clients’ full needs(raising funds to support this additional charitable care(and provides an unparalleled level of service.  No area hospice that we are aware of provides eight-week groups, individual counseling, monthly seminars, and the level of telephone outreach that we offer.  We are the only hospice program that provides bereavement counseling to non-hospice clients.  In fact, we receive referrals from other hospice programs for individuals looking for support groups and individual counseling.  

In 2003, VNSNY Hospice Care incurred a cost of nearly $300,000 to provide this exceptional level of service.  The payments we received totaled only a small portion of this actual cost.

Expanding Bereavement Services in 12 Communities

Demand for bereavement support has always stretched the capacity of our staff of four clinicians.  Being one of the only sources of free bereavement services for the public, we have become keenly aware of just how much unmet need there is in New York City.  And New Yorkers continue to feel the aftershocks of September 11:  For many people, it’s still a very current issue.  Among the individuals we serve, we have noticed that the terrorist attacks and the ensuing wars in Afghanistan and Iraq have amplified other losses in their lives.

VNSNY is now preparing to fill the yawning gap between the need for bereavement support and the availability of services.  Beginning in 2004, we will open bereavement counseling, support, and education centers at community-based organizations, churches, hospitals, universities, and public libraries throughout the city.  By 2006 we will operate 12 sites serving 1,600 grieving New Yorkers each year.  Maintaining our commitment to serving all New Yorkers who come to us, we will continue to offer the same bereavement support services free of charge at our administrative headquarters.

Why Offer Bereavement Services at Community Sites?

VNSNY Hospice Care’s administrative offices are not the most ideal setting for individual counseling and support groups.  The offices are designed for office functions, not privacy.  We have no waiting area, no capacity for reception services, and no room for expansion.  And our single location in midtown Manhattan severely limits our ability to serve grieving New Yorkers who do not or cannot travel to us.

VNSNY’s expertise lies in providing community-based services.  So it seems a natural fit to bring bereavement services closer to home where New Yorkers need them.

At the same time, many myths and misconceptions persist around seeking out support for a loss.  Some people feel it is a sign of weakness.  Many believe that loss is something that they should be able to handle on their own.  Even people who might be inclined to seek out support may not make the connection between grief and symptoms such as difficulty concentrating at work, sleeplessness, and depression, for instance.

By maintaining a regular presence at familiar and trusted sites, VNSNY will continually remind the individuals who frequent those locations that free, professional, and confidential bereavement support and education is available should they need it.  

The on-site location also addresses a phenomenon that many researchers have observed:  educational seminars carry much less stigma than counseling or other social services.  People who have experienced a loss who might not attend a group might be more inclined to attend a seminar, for instance.  So each community site will regularly host seminars on grief and loss topics as well as advance care planning, partly serving a “foot-in-the-door” function for individual and group support.

Potential Sites

Negotiations are in various stages of completion with the following locations:

Bronx

· Lehman College

· ShareCare, a community-based organization with a large Latino clientele

Brooklyn

· Brooklyn Public Library system (multiple sites)

· Three Hierarchs Greek Orthodox Cathedral


Manhattan
· Columbia University

· 92nd Street Y (still in negotiation)

· North General Hospital


Queens
· Queens Hospital

· Queens Public Library system (multiple sites)

· St. Mary’s parish

In 2004, we will open three of these sites, which will serve 400 people.  In 2005 we plan on opening an additional three sites, serving a total of 800 people per year.  In 2006, we will open six more sites, reaching our total goal of offering bereavement support, counseling, and education to 1,600 grieving New Yorkers at 12 community sites each year.

A Menu of Services at No Charge

We will post a professional bereavement counselor and two volunteers at each community site one day per week, offering a menu of bereavement services at no charge:

· Individual counseling

· Eight-week support groups

· Drop-in groups

· Educational seminars such as advance care planning, coping with loss, and family caregiver education and support

· Educational materials on grief and loss

While each site will offer the same services, we specifically aim to serve a broad population of New Yorkers, including African Americans, Latinos, and Asian Americans.  In addition, we already provide services to the LGBT community and are establishing additional linkages.  All services will be tailored to the language, cultural, and spiritual considerations of the populations served.

We will draw volunteers from these communities to serve at the sites.  With support from the home office, we will translate our educational materials into at least ten languages.  The community sites will produce new culturally appropriate materials as needed.

Volunteer Training
We require our volunteers to complete a comprehensive hospice training program.  The volunteers who serve at the sites will provide administrative assistance and will greet clients.  Those volunteers who are trained clinicians, such as social workers and gerontologists, must complete our additional 16-hour bereavement training before they can run a bereavement group.  Hospice staff closely supervise these volunteer bereavement counselors.

Evaluation

The community bereavement program will routinely administer client satisfaction surveys after drop-in groups and the conclusion of eight-week groups and individual counseling.  We will track client demographics to ensure we are meeting our goals of reaching underserved and minority communities.  And we will assess client outcomes to measure the effectiveness of services provided.

Data from the community sites will be incorporated into the VNSNY information systems database to enable our staff to track satisfaction and outcomes and develop and test methods for continuously improving care.

Sustaining the Program

VNSNY has committed to creating and supporting community bereavement services through the use of its own charitable care dollars and through an ambitious five-year fundraising effort.   We have already identified prospective donors for our Hospice program, including the van Ameringen Foundation, the Lucius N. Littauer Foundation, The Ritter Foundation, the Fan Fox and Leslie R. Samuels Foundation, The Theodore Barth Foundation, and The Starr Foundation, among others.

Conclusion

Sooner or later, everyone loses a loved one.  It is the nature of our human experience.  While the grieving process can be long and very painful, the support and compassion of trained bereavement counselors can make an enormous difference.  Individual counseling and group support can normalize grief and help the bereaved person feel, express, and move through the grieving process.

VNSNY Hospice Care has supported thousands of New Yorkers who have lost loved ones—both clients of the hospice program and non-clients who have come to us in need.  Now we would like to offer that compassion and support to 1,600 more New Yorkers each year at community sites close to home.  We hope that, with a grant of $(to be determined), (Name of Prospect) will help us bring comfort and support to New Yorkers at a time of grief and loss.  Thank you for your consideration.
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To:


Endow Division of Community Bereavement Services



$4,000,000

Endow Directorship of Spiritual Care and Bereavement Services
   
  
   $600,000

Endow Library of Bereavement Literature and Resources



   $500,000

Endow Volunteer Training Program






   $100,000

Provide General Support






(Gifts at any level)
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