February 2010 – Bereavement Chat Summary – Use of Volunteers in the Bereavement Program
There were 41 participants of this chat.  The participants were divided into both large and small numbers of volunteers and bereavement volunteers.  The range was from one to sixteen volunteers.  
The primary topics that were discussed:

· Ways volunteers are used in bereavement programs

· Training and competencies

· Supporting volunteers

Ways volunteers are used in the bereavement programs
Volunteers are utilized in a variety of ways.  The primary ways appear to be clerical (filing, mailings, data entry), phone outreach, co-facilitating groups, and bereavement visits.  A few allowed volunteers to do bereavement counseling and others did not.  A distinction was made between co-facilitating and providing clinical care.  Some participants allowed volunteers to do both others did not.  All programs appear to have volunteers help with the memorial service(s) and special presentations/events.  

Training and competencies
Several agencies have developed their own in-house bereavement training program.  It appears that volunteers are first in the hospice training program and then receive additional (specialized) training in the area of bereavement.  This specific training is done by a bereavement professional and ranges from 2 to 5 hours depending on the agency.  One program (Pittsburg, PA) has their volunteers engage in a 26 hour training specifically to train them to become group (co-) facilitators.  They use Highmark.  Competencies range from 26 question test at the end of the training, on-going via supervision, and annual evaluations.  
One hospice has quarterly bereavement volunteer & bereavement staff meetings in which there is a specific topic discussed (i.e. children’s grief).  They have found this has also be a useful venue to support bereavement volunteers and aid in the retention of their volunteers.  Due to the various roles volunteers can engage with the bereavement program, training and competencies need to be specific to the role (clerical, phone or co-facilitating).
Supporting volunteers
Many participants support their volunteers through regular supervision.  As mentioned above, one participant stated that quarterly bereavement volunteer and bereavement staff meeting is a valuable way to support volunteers.  Another agency varies tasks the volunteers do (phone calls, groups, etc.) so that they have a variety of experiences, reduce boredom, and increase retention.  One hospice specifically asked volunteers to provide feedback about their experience as a bereavement volunteer so they can address any issues/concerns.  Most programs expressed a desire to increase their bereavement volunteer numbers.
The chat then opened up to specific questions related to anything volunteer related.
How are bereavement volunteers recruited?
Recruitment varies with each program.  Some agencies make presentations at hospice volunteer orientation/trainings.  One participant made presentations at their Center for Grief and Healing specifically asking for bereavement volunteers.  Another participant “canvassed” their active hospice volunteers for their bereavement program.  One participants stated she found that volunteers either “love it or hate it”, meaning providing bereavement support

Who screens potential bereavement volunteers?
It was clear that most organizations had a dual process of screening.  This entailed both the bereavement coordinator and volunteer coordinator doing the screening either as a group or individually.  It appeared that the supervision of the bereavement volunteer was handled in the bereavement program by the coordinator or counselor.
Making bereavement phone calls
However, many programs require volunteers to make the phone calls from the office due to electronic entries/charting and HIPPA regulations.  Some participants allowed volunteers to make calls from their home.  They found this especially helpful for evening phone calls.  Several participants stated that evening phone calls tend to have a higher actual interaction with the bereaved versus phone message.  One participant still required phone calls in the evening to take place from the office and had a retention issue, but recruit for that activity.

For electronic charting, do you allow volunteers to have access to the

 computer/data base?
One participant has a volunteer specifically designated to data entry all bereavement notes (made by other volunteers).  She is the only one with the access.  Several participants “scanned” in handwritten notes into their electronic record.  And, still others are on a paper system and this is not an issue.

Bereavement volunteers maintaining boundaries
A limited number of participants related to issues regarding (Potential) boundary issues with their bereavement volunteers.  This included maintaining contact after the 13 month period.  Others were supporting/training bereavement volunteers to terminate with their “clients”.  Lisa reminded us that when we begin the relationship with a bereaved client we have to “always begin with the end in mind”.  

Reminder

The NHPCO “Guidelines for Bereavement Care in Hospice” has a section specifically on the use of volunteers in the bereavement program (p. 51).
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