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KELLY DE SOUZA , MFHT, DISCUSSES A SERIES OF 
PROJECTS SHE HAS SET UP WITHIN HER LOCAL HOSPICE 

TO IMPROVE STAFF AND PATIENT WELLBEING 

I
n 2007, I was one of the fi rst students to complete a BSc 
in complementary therapy in practice at Wigan and 
Leigh College. I wanted to support those who needed 
therapies as a necessity, not just a luxury, and this led 
me to join the team at Willowbrook Hospice, working 
as a complementary therapist. 

Willowbrook is an independent charity offering 
specialist palliative care (SPC) for patients with life-
limiting illnesses living in the boroughs of St Helens 
and Knowsley, which are hard-hit by high cancer death 

rates, respiratory diseases and deprivation. These factors lead 
to high demand for services within the locality. 

I have helped develop the complementary therapist role 
from part-time to full-time, become an integrated member 
of the multidisciplinary team (MDT) and undertaken 
further courses to enhance my skills as a therapist within 
SPC. One of the most diffi cult challenges was to integrate 
complementary therapy into the SPC setting and to raise 
its profi le. It has taken and will continue to take patience, 
determination and perseverance to champion it, and to 
increase staff knowledge and understanding so that it’s 
fully utilised. 

Supporting emotional health and wellbeing can be a huge 
challenge in our society. I am passionate about developing 
holistic approaches to wellbeing, self-awareness and self-
care techniques that can be utilised by all. I try to embed 
holistic approaches within every aspect of my practice and 
look for creative ways to assist with wellbeing. To truly 
adopt a holistic approach, effective teamwork, support and 
networking is vital.

IMPROVING SERVICE DELIVERY
I assisted with the development of a ‘4 Ease’ patient 
education programme within our day hospice unit. This 
includes delivering a ‘holistic toolbox’ of self-management 
techniques that aim to promote empowerment, 
encouragement, engagement and enjoyment. The peer 
support programme is delivered by myself and other key 
members of the MDT and enables our patients to live life to 
their fullest potential for as long as possible.

Subjects covered include anxiety management, energy 

conservation, self-massage/relaxation, reminiscence 
through music, body image, pain management, tai 
chi, breathlessness management, creative therapies 
and nutrition.

An in-house audit showed all patients felt the 4 Ease 
programme made changes or improvements to their 
wellbeing, but indicated that greater support was needed 
in the areas of breathlessness, anxiety and fatigue. As a 
result, a DVD was created to support patients at home 
and to reinforce the programme’s content for patients 
and carers.

We were proud and delighted as a team to be 

counts

“Finding courage to face your fears can 
be most difficult. At Willowbrook, staff 
are highly skilful in helping you overcome 
this difficult yet vital step in developing 
those coping skills and finding courage”
Unnamed patient who took part 
in the ‘4 Ease’ programme
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fi nalists for this project in the category of prevention and 
self-care at the Complementary Therapy Awards 2018.

BEREAVEMENT SUPPORT
Anticipatory bereavement support is a key component 
of good palliative care and normalising death and dying 
for young children can be extremely challenging. As an 
extension to complementary therapies, I have used an 
established therapy intervention, story massage, on the in-
patient unit to help break bad news and reduce fears around 
the dying process.

It has offered interactive ways of communication through 
compassionate touch techniques and personal storytelling. 
The non-invasive approach can give a sense of calmness 
amid tension and offers space and time for the children to 
feel included. 

With the recent support of a national grant from 
Hospice UK, I have helped set up a children’s bereavement 
service called ‘The Willows’, along with family support. 
This has enabled me to support children through the 
use of complementary therapies. I do this by calling it 
‘slothfulness’. The children are able to identify with this 
name and know that this means slow, calm and relaxing 

“Following their mum’s death, the boys 
have continued to use story massage 

as a source of comfort, reminiscing and 
using it as part of their bedtime routine 
with their nan, thus assisting with their 
bereavement process. They have developed 

new stories using the same techniques 
and continue to add these to their 

memory box”
Feedback from a Macmillan nurse 

who is still in touch with one of the 
bereaved families
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downtime. The children actively engage in slothfulness 
through mindfulness techniques, grounding exercises, 
creative projects such as collecting memories/moments in 
‘bee happy’ jars, positive affi rmations, self-care activities, 
guided relaxation, and the use of singing bowls. Slothfulness 
provides quiet refl ection time at the end of the session before 
the children go home. 

The itinerary of the group includes ‘hello’, ‘fun time’, 
‘fi ll up time’, ‘me time’ and ‘downtime’ (slothfulness) – this 
is a developing service with growing links to the young 
carers centre.

INTEGRATING COMPLEMENTARY THERAPY 
INTO THE COMMUNITY
As an extension of complementary therapies with end-of-
life care (EOLC), I work in partnership with our community 
integrated advanced care planning team and have input 
as a facilitator for the EOLC forum for over 30 homes in 
the boroughs of St Helens, Knowsley and Halton. As part 
of a national programme for care homes called Six Steps 
for Success, I provide training to support and develop staff 
skills and knowledge. The project provides insight into 
complementary therapies, potential benefi ts, how they can 
enhance quality of life (QOL) within their settings and how 
they can be utilised in EOLC.

Following this, additional training is offered via a practical 
workshop consisting of basic, adapted touch therapies and 
guided relaxation for those wanting to enhance the care 
and environment. 

The six steps are: 
1  Discussions as EOL approaches 
2 Assessment, care planning and review
3 Coordination of care
4 Delivery of high-quality care in care homes
5  Care in the last days of life
6 Care after death.

This project helps to support steps four and fi ve of the Six 
Steps for Success programme.

Residents have responded positively to therapies, 
reporting reduced agitation after treatments. After spending 
time in our relaxation room and receiving a hand massage, 
one lady needed less medication to manage her agitation. 
The complementary therapy training is very much enjoyed 
by the care home staff who attend, with lots of positive 

evaluations and a demand for further training.

WELLNESS FOR YOU
With compassion fatigue, staff welfare and 

burnout of those working in EOLC services 
increasingly hitting the headlines, 

leading healthcare organisations are 
declaring a public health crisis. While 
working in palliative care can be 
rewarding, it can often be challenging 
and healthcare workers are at 
high risk.

Following a hospice literature 
review in 2015, the idea of a dedicated 

wellness and resilience programme 
was conceived called Wellness for 
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You (WFY). With increasingly high staff turnover, high 
sickness levels and poor morale, the drive to support staff 
became our focus. This is a supportive wellbeing strategy, 
focusing on improving health and energy, satisfaction in 
the workplace and reducing compassion fatigue. The aim 
of the WFY programme is to identify necessities for us to 
feel good, look at our perceptions of situations, and provide 
coping strategies.

It does this through a series of fun, informal and 
supportive self-care sessions, to help people: 

  Regain a sense of happiness 
  Become more self-aware
  Find confi dence to take charge/combat fears
  Have courage and reach goals/ambitions 
  See what they can nurture to help get to the next level.

Sessions include focusing on happiness, mindfulness, 
grounding techniques, easy ways to feel good, not 
comparing and opening up to new possibilities.

Overall evaluation has shown the programme to have 
been a great success in building resilience and improving 
wellbeing. There have been positive impacts on staff 
sickness, morale and working culture as staff feel more 
supported and valued. A poster application for this was 
successful at the Hospice UK Conference in 2016 and the 
abstract was published in BMJ Supportive and Palliative 
Care (2016).

One member of staff said: ‘All sessions have been 

benefi cial. I was not in a good place at the start of the 
sessions, but I now feel more optimistic and happier.’ 
Similarly, another service user said: ‘I feel motivated and 
believe I can push myself to improve my life. I know it is an 
ongoing process, but I know it’s possible to make changes to 
make me happier and healthier.’

Programmes that combine multiple strategies can 
generally reach more people, so an extension to the WFY 
programme was devised in April last year – an annual 
staff and volunteer safety and wellbeing planner, utilising 
some tailored national awareness events and representing 
champions across all departments to facilitate a team 
approach to health and wellbeing, ensuring sustainability. 
The wellness strategy continues to grow and be successful. 

Over time, the WFY programme has proved to be fl exible 
and adaptable. As another extension, I have taken elements 
of the programme into the wider community to better 
support members of the public with their health and 
wellbeing in our community-based venue, The Living Well.

HOLISTIC SUPPORT SERVICES
I have developed a non-clinical volunteer-led service called 
Holistic Support Services (HSS). This is a 10-week programme 
that offers different activities through a creative wellbeing 
group, WFY workshops and a complementary therapy group.

The sessions are delivered in a relaxed and supportive 
environment, which can be attended as a full day or 
individually and costs just £2 per session or £5 for a full day. 
This helps to provide additional income and exposure for the 
hospice. The Living Well also generates income through a 
bespoke charity shop, café and room hire.

Sessions are open to anyone aged 18 or over living in 
Knowsley and St Helens. I carefully recruit, train and 
supervise our volunteers. Using the Likert scale to measure 
outcomes, the group has shown signifi cant improvements in 
sense of wellbeing, anxiety/stress, relaxation, general mood 
and feelings of positivity. 

We network with local services, including the local 
council, with a key aim of reaching out further into the 
community and with a vision of developing the HSS further, 
through joint partnership, to become a model to support 
patients and carers in their own homes. 

The work I do is highly rewarding, and the evaluations 
and feedback demonstrate that complementary therapies are 
effective and make a positive impact across multiple settings. 
The last few years have been overwhelming with the amount 
of support shown for complementary therapies here at the 
hospice. I hope to continue to be innovative in my practices 
and deliver the best care possible for all.  

“I feel motivated and believe I 
can push myself to improve my life. 

I know it is an ongoing process, but I 
know it’s possible to make changes 
to make me happier and healthier”

Member of staff taking part in the Wellness for You programme

Kelly De Souza, MFHT, is a 
senior holistic therapist at 
Willowbrook Hospice who has 
been instrumental in setting up 
innovative wellbeing projects 
within the hospice and her local 
community. In November, Kelly 
received a 2018 FHT Highly 
Commended Complementary 
Therapist of the Year award. 
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