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Outline of Presentation
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• Why a palliative approach to care is needed in LTC

• Overview of different models to guide implementing a 
palliative approach in LTC

• Key components of the Strengthening a Palliative 
Approach in LTC (SPA-LTC) program

• Evaluation of SPA-LTC tools and resources

• Next steps & final thoughts



Need to Implement a Palliative Approach in 
Long Term Care

• In Canada, current average stay in LTC is
<18 months

• Over 1 in 4 residents die each year

• Frail and marginalized population – multiple chronic 
conditions, social isolation

• Includes dementia and mental illness – unique 
approach to care using a palliative approach required

• Decision making often occurs too late and 
in crisis mode



Key issues
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1. Need for training and education

limited reach

2. Grow capacity by leveraging internal and external facilitation

3. Right outcomes?



• Impact of COVID-19 on a Palliative Approach to Care

• Tools & Resources

https://www.advancecareplanning.ca/resource/covid-19-national-long-term-
care-environmental-scan-implementing-a-palliative-approach-to-care/

http://www.advancecareplanning.ca/resource/covid-19-national-long-term-


Palliative Models in 
LTC

4 main types of palliative 
models/programs in LTC:

• External specialist end-of-
life care model

• In-house end-of-life care

• In-house capacity building 
within a palliative 
approach

• In-house capacity building
with external support from
palliative specialists
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Canadian Journal of Nursing Leadership, 2019, 32(3):8-26



Strengthening a Palliative Approach in Long Term Care 
(SPA-LTC) Program
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Preparedness

II' Advance care 

planning resources

II' Healthcare decision-

making resources

II' Illness trajectory  

pamphlets for residents  

and families

Symptom 
manageme nt

II' Assessment tools

II' Education for the  

whole care team

II' Video education for 

residentsand families

Organizational  
c apac i ty

II' Self-assessment 

resources

II' Resource mapping 

tools to identify  

external consultants

II' Terms of reference  

to build your 

champion team

II' Resources to 

support practice

II' Education for the  

whole care team

Car ing  
relationships

II' Care conferencing 

resources

II' Bereavement care 

resources for families

II' Bereavement care 

resources for residents  

and staff

www.spaltc.ca
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http://www.spaltc.ca/


Our Strategy

• Informed by Participatory 
Action Research (PAR)

• Balances action (change) with 
research (understanding)
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For Staff
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Need for Education & Training
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Baseline Post-Education

• LTC staff reported higher comfort 
levels (t=5.08, p=0.003) with 
caring for residents at end of life 
after attending an educational 
workshop about effective 
communication at end-of-life

• PSWs and support staff reported 
the lowest comfort level before 
attending the workshop and 
improved the most after 
attending the educational 
workshop
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Growing Capacity: 
Comfort Care Rounds

• A strategy for addressing staff’s 
palliative and end-of-life care 
educational and support needs

• Met monthly

• Include all team members

• Reflect on resident deaths and 
emerging resident EOL issues

Wickson-Griffiths, A., Kaasalainen, S., Brazil, K., McAiney, C., Crawshaw, D., Turner, M., & Kelley, ML. (2015). 
Comfort Care Rounds: A qualitative evaluation of an innovative palliative care improvement strategy.
Journal of Gerontological Nursing, 18:1-7. doi: 10.3928/00989134-20140611-01

Resources for implementing comfort care rounds:

http://www.palliativealliance.ca/assets/files/Alliance_Reources/Communication/Comfort_Care_Rouds-Jan_162013.pdf
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http://www.palliativealliance.ca/assets/files/Alliance_Reources/Communication/Comfort_Care_Rouds-Jan_162013.pdf


Comfort Care Rounds
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Using Scenarios for CCR Training
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New Education Series
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Palliative e-Learning Modules for 
All LTC Staff
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SPA-LTC Conversation Guides

https://vimeo.com/656165692
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Need to Support Staff
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Reflective 
Debriefing
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Du0orYXX8MI&t=2s

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Du0orYXX8MI&t=2s


We Hear You Toolkit

Saskatchewan Project (Hunter et al.): 

https://appliedinterprofessionalresearch.com/
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For Residents & 
Family
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Preparing Residents & 
Family

• Many families are unaware that dementia 
is a terminal condition

• There are other gaps in knowledge about 
EOL

• Our team developed “illness trajectory 
pamphlets” to support discussion about 
these issues

• We are in the process of developing other 
communication aids, including animated 
videos to explain end of life issues and 
facilitate decision making
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Our Results
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Residents and family reported 
the pamphlets:

• encouraged reflection 
(84%)

• helped to clarify what to ask 
(70%)

• increased comfort talking 
about EOL (63%)



Your Conversation Starter Kit



Your Conversation Starter Kit



Your Conversation Starter Kit



Scale T1 mean (SD) T2 mean (SD)
T2 - T1) mean  

difference (SD)
t (p)

Decision Maker 3.85 (1.04) 4.07 (0.84) 0.22 (0.96) 1.51 (0.14)

Quality of Life 2.95 (1.13) 3.03 (1.11) 0.07 (1.25) 0.39 (0.70)

Ask Questions 2.76 (0.90) 3.18 (1.17) 0.41 (1.28) 2.15 (0.04)*

Flexibility 3.51(1.42) 3.98 (1.42) 0.47 (1.52) 2.01 (0.05)*

TOTAL 3.36 (0.93) 3.59 (0.81) 0.23 (0.88) 1.69 (0.09)

Evaluating the Implementation of 
the CSK Booklet

Residents with capacity (N = 44) reported higher 

engagement in ACP after completing the CSK relative to 

before. Particularly, in asking questions to health care 

providers about health care issues.



Baseline: family members reported feeling very 
certain that they would be able to make decisions 
on behalf of the resident

Post: family members reported feeling less 
certainty after completing the CSK

►CSK raised awareness of the decisions 
they might need to make — hopefully 
triggering contemplation and preparation

Evaluating the Implementation of 
the CSK Booklet



Residents Nearing 
End of Life
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Palliative Care Conference

• A meeting held with staff, family, and residents 
(if possible) to discuss end-of-life care

• Can be triggered by PPS score, change in 
function/status, or request

• Designed to help family and residents to:
• Access important information
• Clarify goals and preferences for care
• Feel supported in decision-making
• Consider the site of care options (LTC, home, or hospital)
• Obtain informed consent about goals of care



Our Results
• increased family satisfaction

•82% of participating residents 
had a palliative care conference 
before they died

•55% reduction in ER visits in 
last year of life

•72% decrease in resident 
deaths in hospital
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Comfort Care Booklet & Question Prompt List
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Supporting Families, Staff & 
Residents After a Resident Dies
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Final Thoughts
• Need to build capacity in LTC to

implement a palliative approach to 
care

• Need stronger focus on caring
relationships within a psychosocial 
model

• Need to break down the walls of LTC
homes and integrate them more 
within the larger community



SPA-LTC Alliance
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• If you are interested in 
joining our Alliance 
please email:

kaasal@mcmaster.ca

Funded by Health Canada 
(2021-2026) to roll out a 
palliative program in LTC 
across Canada in 
partnership with:

- CHPCA

- CVH

- Pallium

mailto:kaasal@mcmaster.ca


Website & Social Media

• Website: www.spaltc.ca

• Twitter: @spa_ltc

• Facebook 
@strengtheningapalliativeapproa 
ch

• LinkedIn
https://www.linkedin.com/company/spa
-ltc/about/?viewAsMember=true
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http://www.spaltc.ca/
http://www.linkedin.com/company/spa


Website: 

www.spaltc.ca
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http://www.spaltc.ca/

