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• Palliative care involves the use of a holistic approach to 

improve quality of life of patients and their families. 

• Spiritual care is vital but there is a wide range of 

definitions, delivery and interpretations making the 

provision challenging.

Background



Background

“Spiritual care is seen as the art of “the care of souls” 

through the overall ministries of healing, sustaining, 

guiding, and reconciling people to God (A higher being) 

and to one another.”

Mick Collins, 2007



To explore narratives as a form of spiritual support to 

patients with life limiting illnesses within Mulago 

National Referral Hospital. 

Aim



A spoken or written 

account of 

connected events; 

a story, in order to 

create and find 

meaning.

Narratives



 Qualitative study

 Semi-structured interview

 Adult patients with life-limiting illnesses in 

MNRH

 Purposive sampling

Methodology



Emerging Themes

Responses to Diagnosis

• Hopelessness

• Fear and Isolation

• Loss of Meaning

Value of Listening

• Hope and Meaning

• Presence

Challenges faced in 

telling stories

• Limited privacy

• Physical symptoms

Sources of Support

• Family

• Faith and religious 

practices



Response to diagnosis: Hopelessness

“They took off a biopsy from my breast to go and test it to 

see what disease I had. After three weeks when the doctor 

brought back the results, he told me that I had cancer of 

the breast. To be honest, I do not remember what he 

said afterwards, because I felt like my whole world had 

crushed. A lot of things were running through my mind 

at that moment….I knew I was going to die. I felt so 

hopeless. After some minutes, I broke down and 

cried”. 

42 year old female patient 



“The diagnosis hit me so hard. My wife and 

children were around me, and some relatives as 

well, but most times I feel lonely. Sometimes I 

wake up at night with so much fear. Fear of 

what will happen to my family…..It gets too 

much because I don’t know what the future 

holds” 

57 year old male patient 

Response to diagnosis: Fear



Listening to patients’ stories 

is an important way of 

helping patients find meaning 

because it helps them make 

sense of what they are going 

through, in the process 

improves their quality of life.

The value of listening: Hope and meaning 



“You know sometimes you just need people to come and 

listen to you as a sick person. It makes us feel 

better…….It shows that we are cared for. I am happy and 

please always come and talk to us” 

67 year old patient

The value of listening: Hope and meaning 



Listening and 

presence foster 

an environment 

for finding hope 

and meaning. 

The value of listening: Presence 



“Your coming here and spending time with me has 

strengthened me a lot…….my moments of strength come 

when people are around me. You see for us patients we 

want people around us who can listen to us, and also talk to 

us. It gives us strength and shows that even in this difficult 

situation, people still care about us.” 

47 year old patient

The value of listening: Presence 



“ My sister has walked with me throughout this journey. 

Listening to me and just being there. This gives me renewed 

hope because I know I have somebody to rely on”  

Sources of support: Family



“There is a time my aunt brought all my cousins here to 

see me. They spent almost the whole day with me, 

talking, laughing and remembering some of the things 

we used to do as children.

That was probably my best day in the hospital. For a 

moment I forgot about the sickness” 

18 year old male

Sources of support: Family



Conclusion

 Eliciting narratives from patients is a very important 

spiritual support system that helps them derive hope and 

meaning at different stages of the illness. 

 The patient can construct richer descriptions and 

meaning that can be applied in their life contexts and can 

produce a spiritual climate which may contribute to better 

health.



The patient narrative 

approach should not merely 

be used at the outset of the 

diagnosis, but continually 

throughout the patient’s 

journey which helps in 

increasing meaningful life-

possibilities.

Lessons learnt



 Ongoing mentorship and 

training for spiritual care 

providers.

 Integrate spiritual care 

into theology curriculum

 “Space” for patients to 

express their narratives

Recommendations



Thank you


