Study by NCSS:
Terminally ill patients unaware of palliative care services available
Reported by Li Yuan Yi
A study conducted by National Council of Social Services (NCSS) reveals that the
disadvantaged elderlies in Singapore do not know much about the palliative care services
provided here, and psychosocial support for terminally ill patients and their caregivers need
to be further enhanced.
NCSS conducted the study from last June to March this year to fully understand the
need of the disadvantaged elderlies for palliative care, as well as to find out any inadequacy
of the current palliative care services, so as to enhance the quality of such services.
The study team surveyed the current services and reviewed related journals and
documentations to outline the current situation of palliative care and services. It also
conducted interviews with close to a hundred staff from seven local elderly care and
palliative care operators.
Dr Li Xing Ye, NCSS researcher leading the study said in an interview with this
newspaper that terminally ill patients from low income families, those with little family support
or those who are staying alone in fact do not understand and may even be resistant to the
palliative care services available here.
“The interviewees also pointed out that it is still a social taboo to discuss death
openly here. In general, certain cultural perceptions may deter patients from making their
choice early about palliative care.”
Free home-based palliative care
Dr Li added that although the various major public and private institutions have
conducted many public education activities related to palliative care, the group of
disadvantaged elderlies do not understand English and are not familiar with the internet. As
such, they are not able to obtain such information via the current modes of publicity.
Dr Akhileswaran, CEO of HCA Hospice Care said when interviewed that another
reason that some disadvantaged elderlies refused palliative care could be that they thought
all the palliative care services are chargeable. In fact, home based palliative care services
are provided free-of-charge to patients.
To address these inadequacies, the study suggests to equip some staff or personnel
from community contact points, such as senior citizen activities centres with knowledge on
palliative care so that they can share it with elderlies who may need such services.
In addition, Dr Li feels that it may be easier to approach the topic of palliative care in
religion studies conducted in places of religious worship such as temples or churches. He
suggests to reach out to religious organisations in the public education programmes on
palliative care to help the society overcome the cultural taboo.
Ye Fu Lai (74 years old) who lives alone in a one-room rental flat is one such
disadvantaged terminally ill patient. He did not know anything about palliative care until his

doctor referred him to HCA Hospice Care, the largest home based palliative care centre in
Singapore. Ye was diagnosed with colon cancer when he sought medical help at Singapore
General Hospital last year.
“Prior to the referral, I did not know that such home based services are available in
Singapore to cancer patients like us. I was a bit resistant at first as I did not know what it is
all about. However, as time passed by, I realised that someone will visit me monthly to
check if I am taking my medications correctly, to see if I need any financial help etc, and I felt
cared for,” said Ye.
“To me, death is not an out-of-bound topic. When I read about patients with similar
medical conditions as me in the newspapers, I will discuss the cases with the nurse. I will
tell her that I am afraid that no one will attend to my funeral matters when I pass on. I am
not repulsive to palliative care services, I was just not aware of them.”
On the other hand, the study also finds that the psychosocial support for terminally ill
elderlies and their caregivers need to be further enhanced.
“Eighty percent of elderly caregivers who are 60 years old and above require
psychosocial support after their life partner passed away, especially those who live alone or
do not have any children, or who are seldom in contact with other family members,” said Dr
Li.
“The study shows that most of the caregivers who require psychosocial support are
Chinese and Eurasians. This could be related to their religions, as sometimes, longer
funeral rituals may prolong their period of grieve.”
To this end, the study suggests that palliative care organisations tap on resources
from the community, such as encouraging experienced caregivers who have since been
relieved of their obligations to become volunteers or training volunteers to provide
psychosocial support services to terminally ill patients or caregivers.
The study also recommends setting up of a common platform for people involving in
providing psychosocial support to share resources and great ideas.

