LETTER TO THE EDITOR

Staff training to deal with bereaved relatives in intensive
care - conclusion of 11 years and 874 workshops of the
European Donor Hospital Education Programme in Germany

doi:10.1111/.1432-2277.2006.00266.x

The Dutch European Donor Hospital Education Pro-
gramme (EDHEP) was developed to train doctors and
nurses to communicate with bereaved relatives and to
make the donation request. Main issues and aims were
the psychology of loss and grief, reflection of professional
experience with the bereaved, improvement of the ability
to pass on the news of the death and improvement of the
ways in which the donation request can be made.[1,2]
The workshop uses different working methods, mainly
mini-lectures, small group work and discussions, video-
presentations of case vignettes and role-plays and exerci-
ses to improve communication with relatives.

For the use in Germany the one-day workshop was
adapted to the German language, law and clinical prac-
tice. Between 1994 and 2004, 874 one-day workshops of
the German version of the EDHEP were conducted in
Germany, showing a peak in 1995 (142 workshops). More
than 9000 participants from different types of clinics
[mainly intensive care unit (ICU) staff] attended the
workshops, among them 24% doctors and 76% nurses
(Table 1). The programme’s broad acceptance is also
reflected by the great number of clinics involved (some
sending staff to more than one workshop).

The workshops were regularly evaluated by means
of questionnaires for participants and moderators. The
evaluation data of 75 workshops and experiences of 760
participants (return rate almost 90%) are reported below.
The average age of the participants was 34 years (range
21-59 years), 51% were women and 47% men (2% not
reported). On average, the participants had 10 years of
professional experience. Thirty-four per cent were doc-
tors, 56% nurses and 4% psychologists. The participants
had been working for 6.2 years on average in their pre-
sent working field (e.g. surgery, internal medicine and
ICU). The task of requesting organ donation was per-
ceived as difficult by most of the participants, 70% des-
cribed it as ‘difficult’ or ‘very difficult’.

The framework of the workshop, the methods used
and issues dealt with in the workshop were clearly appre-
ciated by more than 90% of the participants (group size,
organization and benefit of the group training).
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The EDHEP was altogether well accepted in Germany.
More than 90% of the participants reported to be ‘satis-
fied’ with the workshop. This result is in line with posit-
ive programme evaluations in the Netherlands and the
UK [L,2].

The main goals of the EDHEP workshop with regard
to the participants were achieved. Most participants
believe that after the workshop they will be better able to
deal with the relatives, to better communicate with them
and to make a request regarding organ donation
(Table 2). More than three quarters of the participants
(78%) indicated that their skills in dealing with bereaved
relatives had greatly improved as a direct result of the
EDHEP workshop. More specifically, two-thirds of all
participants (66%) rated improvement in their ability to
decide, when to ask for donation and how to communi-
cate with the relatives. They expected that because of the
workshop they will be better able to cope with these situ-
ations. Fourty-seven per cent expressed the expectation
that it will be much easier to make the request for organ
donation and 44% expected that the workshop had
improved their ability to help the relatives to cope with
their loss.

The results underline the fact that the relatives’
immense pain and strain create a distinct need among
doctors and caring staff for this programme. They also
reflect the programme’s high standard of quality and the
qualified work of the trainers (clinical psychologists or
medical psychotherapists), who were carefully selected
and who had received a 2-day training in preparation for
the workshop performance. The framework conditions
proved to be equally important (whole-day organisation
outside of the clinic, small groups) and were appreciated
by the participants. The individual elements of the work-
shop were well accepted, although the method of working
with role-plays in the medical field required some adjust-
ment of the participants. However, role-plays are the core
element of the workshop in order to provide intense
training. The participants also attested to the favourable
effect the workshop had on the co-operation between the
doctors and nurses. Interdisciplinary training groups are
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Table 1. Basic dates of the programme implementation in Germany
(1994-2004).

Number of workshops 874
Number of participants 9138
Doctors 2257
Nurses 6981
Clinics involved 1835

Table 2. Effects of the European Donor Hospital Education Pro-
gramme workshop — evaluation data from 760 participants.

Effects (categories given) Percentage*

Improvement of skills in dealing with bereaved relatives 78

Improvement of communication skills 66
Facilitation of approaching the relatives 56
Better timing of request for organ donation 66
More skilful approach in requesting organ donation 47
Improvement of coping with this situation 65
Support for the relatives to cope with their loss 44

*Percentage of participants that agreed to the statements presented
(they gave a value of four or five on a 5-point scale ranging from
1 = fully disagree to 5 = fully agree).

still relatively uncommon in Germany (unlike the situ-
ation in the US); the evaluation results ought therefore to
be seen as an encouragement for further interdisciplinary
training initiatives.

Altogether, the evaluation results indicate that there is
a marked need for further psychosocial training in inten-
sive care medicine. It is encouraging that, as a result of
the widespread implementation of EDHEP workshops in
the Netherlands, the relatives’ satisfaction with staff beha-
viour in the context of organ donation has improved over
the last decade.[3]

European Donor Hospital Education Programme has
proven to be an excellent tool for staff training in this
field. After almost a 1000 workshops in Germany, a sati-
ation effect can be seen. The ongoing need for training

and developments in this field requires critical review of
materials and methods to ensure optimal preparation for
individuals as well as healthcare teams for the communi-
cation about the donation with bereaved relatives.
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