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In this presentation
• Wallace is going to share with you what he
has been thinking and working in recent
years on the topic of “Self-competence in
Death Work”

Words from Wallace
• It’s my fault that I am not able to meet all of you in
this symposium: it clashes with my another
important event in the university
• One thing that I learn from working with death—
courage to acknowledge my limitation;
• Therefore: allow me to send my apology to all of
you
• My colleague, Barry will represent me to conduct
this presentation

Some years ago…
• When Wallace and Agnes conducted
training on death and bereavement, we
shared one common feeling:
– The importance of “self” in working with death,
dying and bereavement (e.g. how we as a
helping professional may cope with our own
feelings aroused from our work)

Chan & Tin (2012)
• Self-competence in
death work: coping
with the emotional
and existential
challenges in
working with death,
dying , and
bereavement
(Chan & Tin, 2012)

– 176 helping professionals who do the death
work
– One item question: ‘‘What do you think are
the necessary competencies in performing
death work (death work competence)?’’
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We decided to further explore…

Death Work
Competence

Knowledge
Competence
(9.4%)

Practice
Competence
(32.5%)

Work
Environment
(3.3%)

Personal
Resources

Existential
Coping

Self
Competence
(55.2%)

Coping

• Self-competence in death work (SC-DW)
• Three years’ project (supported by the
General Research Grant of Research
Grants Council of Hong Kong)

Emotional
Coping

Three phases
• Qualitative study: enrich the
conceptualization of self-competence in
death work
• Validation study: develop and validate a
scale to assess SC-DW
• Training workshop: assess the
effectiveness of training on enhancing SCDW

Objective
• This study aims to further explore the
impact of death work on the ‘self’ of
palliative care professionals and how they
perceive and cope with the challenges of
‘self’ in death work

Phase 1: A qualitative study

Method
• Interview:
– E.g. Participants were invited to describe their
daily work and were asked to illustrate how it
may be different from their previous duties or
work in other units, which might open a
discussion on the effect of death work on the
‘self’.
– Participants were asked to share their
perceived challenges in their work on the self
and how they coped with them.
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Participants (palliative care
professionals)
• Physicians: 5

Major themes: challenges &
coping
Selfcompetence:
reflecting how helping
professionals perceive and cope
with the challenges on self in
death work

• Nurses: 11
• Social workers: 6

Challenges

Challenges
Challenges

Existential
challenges

Emotional
challenges

Coping

Existential challenges
• Shattered basic life and death
assumptions
• Three processes (c.f. Shattered
assumptions proposed by JanoffBulman, 1992) (continue to the next
page)

Existential challenges cont.

Existential challenges cont.

Awareness of the nature of life and
death

• Quote 1: “I sometimes feel sorry for
my patients (Distress/ confusion) why
they are unable to achieve an
unregrettable life (Awareness of the
nature of life and death) despite trying
very hard. (Discrepancy between
work experience and self-beliefs) ...
This makes me feel unhappy.
(Distress/ confusion)” (Participant 6)

Discrepancy between what they
experienced in death work and self-beliefs

Distress/ confusion
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Coping

Existential coping

Coping
Existential
coping
Existential
coping

Emotional
coping

Personal
level

Professional
level

Emotional coping
Emotional
coping

Personal level

Professional
level

Acceptance of own emotions
• Perceive emotional arousal at death
work as normal
• Quote: “I have to accept that when I
heard about the difficult situations of
my patients or their family, I will get
emotional like ordinary people do,
even though I am a social work
professional.” (Participant20)

Acceptance
of nature of
life and death

Better
preparation
for death

Live a
meaningful
life

Personal level
Personal level

Acceptance
of own
emotions

Management
of own
emotions

Management of own emotions
• E.g. Dealing with losses and
relationship issues
• Quote: “I am aware of that I have to
cope with my emotions before
continuing my work … That means
that I have to cope with my guilt over
my mother's death, or any other
emotion that I have to cope with.”
(Participant1)
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Professional level
Professional
level
Adjustment of
expectations
in death work

Search for
meaning in
work

Differentiation
between work
and self

Adjustment of
expectations in
professional
identity

Search for meaning in work
• E.g. Sense of reassurance through
finding meaning, or satisfaction and
passion in work
• “To me, this is meaning of work: The
patient is touched by or change
positively because you have tried
hard to help.” (Participant4)

Differentiation between work and
self
• E.g. Ability to separate work from personal
life, so that distress from work does not
interfere with personal life and vice versa
• Quote: “You have to strike a balance. You
can't keep yourself too distanced from the
patient, but you can't be too involved in your
work. That means, you have to separate work
and personal life.” (Participant19)

Based on findings of phase 1
• We develop this scale:
– The Self-competence in Death Work Scale
(16 items)
– Higher the score, higher the self-competence
– Two subscales: Existential subscale &
Emotional subscale

Phase 2: Validating a scale

Examples
• 以下的句子，有幾符合你現在實際生活及工作中的
心態和處境? (而非認知上的對與錯) 請✓出合適的
答案。1 非常不符合- 5 非常符合

• 我能夠完全接納生命中有不能控制的部份，
例如病人/服務使用者的生死。
• 面對生命的無常，我更珍惜現在所擁有的，
並能夠在生活中實踐。
• 我能夠有效地處理自己因工作所引發的情緒。
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Preliminary findings
• 151 helping professionals whose work
involved death, dying and bereavement
participated
• Correlations of the whole scale and
subscales with measures of death
attitudes, meaning in life, burnout and
depression provided evidence for the
construct validity.

Phase 3
Training workshop

Workshops
「與死亡同行 — 助人者的自我重整與
探索」
陳智豪

Chan Chi Ho, Wallace (PhD,
RSW, FT）
Assistant Professor
Department of Social Work
The Chinese University of
Hong Kong

田芳
Agnes Tin （RSW, MSW,
FT ）
Lecturer
Centre on Behavioral Health
The University of Hong Kong

Evaluation

• A three-day workshop was developed
• Four workshops were conducted between
Feb and May, 2014
• A total of 112 helping professionals joined
the workshops

Contents (life and death wall)

• A randomized control trial (using waitlist
control groups)
• Key measure: self-competence in death
work, a measure of death attitudes
• Preliminary analysis: training is effective in
enhancing participants’ self-competence in
death work
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Contents (life and death wall)

Contents (life and death wall)

Contents (meaning walk)

Contents (meaning walk)

Contents (meaning walk)

Professional but personal…
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Effective Companion in Death Work

Emotional Coping

Existential Coping

Thank you & Take Care
To contain the client’s pain
yet not being overwhelmed
by it.

Learning to stay with the
sense of heaviness
while looking after our own
emotional need.

Inner
capacity

To maintain hope
& find meaning

Email: chchan@swk.cuhk.edu.hk
(Wallace Chan)
Search for meaning, faith,
and hope in your work & life.
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