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PROJECT SUMMARY

BACKGROUND

Alongside well-developed specialized and generalist palliative care, increasing attention and recognition is being given to
preventive and community-oriented approaches to supporting people facing serious iliness, informal caregiving, dying and
bereavement. Community volunteers and community initiatives are playing an increasingly significant role in this evolution.
Community volunteers perform a crucial yet often unrecognized role in identifying care needs, while the societal impact of
community initiatives (e.g. compassionate communities) frequently remains under-acknowledged due to a lack of appropriate
evaluation methods.

The PhD aimed to develop and evaluate community support initiatives for people facing serious illness, dying and
bereavement, focusing on two research aims:

« Aim 1: To strengthen volunteers’ signposting role in supporting residents with chronic and/or palliative care needs.

¢ Aim 2: To explore the foreseen and unforeseen impacts of a Compassionate Community initiative.

METHODS
The PhD comprises four papers using qualitative and mixed-methods approaches.

« Aim 1: Qualitative research explored communication between volunteers and healthcare professionals, informing the co-
creation, pilot-testing and mixed-methods evaluation of the Attentive Visitors training to strengthen volunteers’ signposting
skills.

« Aim 2: Ripple Effect Mapping explored the direct, indirect and unexpected impacts of Compassionate Sint-Kruis (Bruges,
Belgium), including factors influencing their emergence and sustainability.

RESULTS

Community volunteers frequently identify care needs among neighbourhood residents, but uncertainty about their role,
signposting responsibilities and communication with professionals can hinder effective responses. The Attentive Visitors
training improved volunteers’ palliative care knowledge and self-efficacy in discussing identified needs with community
residents and healthcare professionals. Volunteers reported greater awareness of their role, stronger boundary-setting, and
increased confidence in communication and signposting. Ripple Effect Mapping of the Compassionate Sint-Kruis initiative
revealed various categories op impact including strengthened social connectedness, policy facilitation, new collaborations, and
the normalization of conversations about illness, dying, and loss. Relational continuity, local embeddedness and shared
ownership supported these developments, while reliance on key individuals and limited resources challenged their
sustainability.

This dissertation demonstrates how Compassionate Community principles can be translated into practice and how challenges
related to role clarity, information sharing, signposting and volunteer—professional collaboration can be understood through a
boundary work lens. It highlights the importance of supporting volunteers in navigating boundaries between informal
community support and formal care, while preserving the relational nature of volunteering. The findings also suggest that
individual-level outcomes, such as increased knowledge and confidence, may contribute to broader community-level
developments. However, these processes are not necessarily linear. By combining intervention-focused evaluation with Ripple
Effect Mapping, the dissertation highlights the tension between evaluating predefined outcomes and understanding complex,
non-linear and emergent community change.

Future research should examine the sustainability of Compassionate Communities through longitudinal mixed-methods and
cross-case studies, and investigate training implementation, transfer into practice, and ongoing volunteer support. Policy and
practice should strengthen the volunteer signposting role and collaboration with healthcare professionals, recognise and
support volunteers through training, supervision and peer exchange, embed serious illness, dying and bereavement in local
policy, and use targeted outreach to engage socially isolated individuals.
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