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Why is culture important for providing good 
palliative care?

• Facilitates ethical decision making

• Facilitates practical and successful care planning

• Reduces suffering and distress for vulnerable 
people
o Birth, illness and death are times of great emotional 

resonance and psychosocial stress

• Maintains the patient’s quality of life

• Assists in grieving
o “disenfranchised grief”
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What is culture?

• Complex concept, many definitions
o “a web of meanings for governing behaviour” – Geertz, 1975

• Changing / dynamic

• Is expressed in:
o shared meanings, socially learned and of biological value
oobservable characteristics & behaviours
o an underlying organisation of how the world is (“gestalt”)

• Can reflect a variety of group characteristics eg ethnicity, language, 
class…
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It’s not only about ethnicity!

• Gender
• Sexual orientation eg LGBTIQ+
• Age / generation
• Education
• Socio-economic status
• Language
• Religion
• Ability / disability eg Deaf Community
• Workplace eg Western Medicine
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Ceremonies & Cultural 
Practices

Many communities in the NT still 
practice traditional ceremonies and 
practices around death and dying 

Not speaking 
openly about 

the death 

Not speaking 
the name of the 

deceased

Keeping clothing, 
hair and personal 

items for ceremony

Ceremonies 
to pay last 
respects

Vacating the 
dwelling where the 

person has lived and 
died

Smoking or 
sweeping the 
place where 
the person 
has died

Attending to 
‘Sorry Business’’

Galiwin’ku N.T.



Making sense of some definitions

Cultural awareness

• Recognising 
how we are 
shaped by our 
own 
backgrounds

• This influences 
how we see 
the world and 
relate to one 
another

Cultural sensitivity

• Understanding 
and being 
open to 
others’ 
uniqueness 
and diversity

• Being aware of 
our own 
biases

Cultural Competency

• Capacity of 
health care 
worker or 
organisation 
to improve 
health status 
by integrating 
culture into 
clinical context

Cultural safety

• Overcoming 
cultural power 
imbalances in 
an organisation 
or relationship

• All people feel 
safe and 
respected when 
interacting with 
the health care 
system
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Cross-cultural care and cultural safety
• = Care provided by someone from one 

cultural group for someone from another (or 
by a ‘mainstream’ organisation to a non-
mainstream client)

• Interest in, and respect for others is at the 
heart of successful cross cultural care

• In any clinical interaction we need to cross an 
‘inter-cultural space’ to provide good quality 
care
• This should be the responsibility of the person or 

organisation with the most power

“Cultural safety in health 
service happens when 

people feel fully able to 
use a service provided by 

people from another 
culture without risk to 

their own”
- Irihapeti Ramsden, 

Maori Nurse Educator
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Culture and decision making

• Patients’ understanding of the choices they are presented with 
are shaped by: 
oworldview, beliefs, values
ohistorical experiences - personal, family, community (eg colonialism)
oinequities in access to and quality of care

• Clinicians should be aware of:
oour own beliefs, values and biases 
othe influence of the health care system in which we practice
oour own professional agendas
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Making good decisions: culture & ethics

• The principles of truth telling and 
patient autonomy are integral to 
Western ethics

• Patients from different cultures 
may not share the same values and 
concerns.  Differences can include:
o Decision making by families, not 

individuals
o Protection of the patient from the 

truth
o Demanding maximal treatment as a 

way of honouring the patient
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Kitty Miller
Making the right decisions

Pitjantjatjara: Pulkara kulintjanangku palyantjaku



Practical and successful care planning

• Family meetings
o Right information, right people, right place & 

time

• Making sure everyone understands (both 
ways!)
o Interpreters / liaison workers
o effective communication tools & strategies

• Redressing the power differential

• Respecting choices made
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Galiwin’ku Homeland Community N.T.
Family Meeting



Quality of life (and death)

• What matters most to this person?

• People define their own QOL

• Discuss end-of-life issues in a 
culturally appropriate manner

• Provide for participation in customary 
or religious end of life rituals

• Dying on country [ATSI]
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Care in the community
Rachel Napaljarri Jurra

Warlpiri: Nyarrpangku yungurlipa jana yapa
nyurnu patu mardarni ngurrangka warlaljarla


