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Caru Seed Grants in Residential Care - 2024

Summary

In conjunction with Caru (a continuous learning programme for care and compassion at end of life
in nursing homes), Irish Hospice Foundation (IHF) awarded Seed Grants to six projects around
Ireland to focus on creative exploration and responses to dying, death, grief, and loss in residential
care. These projects aligned with Caru’s ambition for quality improvement in the culture of care.

The goal was to include the whole community — residents, staff, owners, relatives, kinship groups,
and friends. Projects developed from June 2024 until November 2024 in Limerick, Louth, Clare,
Cavan, Donegal and Dublin. Grantees also joined a nationwide Peer Network for capacity building,
and connected with quality improvement, staff engagement, care competencies, and training.

All projects were filmed, documented, evaluated, and mentored throughout by IHF’s Arts and
Cultural Engagement Team with the ambition of demonstrating how creative work can mitigate the
impact of the myriad of griefs and losses associated with nursing homes. These range from loss of
home, pets, relatives, possessions, privacy, independence, friends (both old and new), to planning
one’s own end of life, and everything in between. And for staff — enduring the inevitable loss of
residents.

Feedback has been unanimously positive, with all involved citing they had a significant impact on
staff, residents, relatives, kinship groups, and volunteers. Many are now seeking ways to continue.
Moreover, IHF sits on a steering committee as part of an all-lreland compassionate communities
research project. A position paper was published in January 2025 that defines the compassionate
communities’ approach as one in which “caregiving, dying, death, and grief are shared
responsibilities of the whole community” and gives examples and case studies of existing
compassionate communities. Central to those provided is the work of IHF’s Arts and Cultural
Engagement, including these Arts in Residential Care projects.

Learn more and watch films about our 2024 Seed Grant Projects on Arts in Residential Care
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https://hospicefoundation.ie/our-supports-services/healthcare-hub/caru/
https://hospicefoundation.ie/our-supports-services/ihf-in-the-community/arts-and-creativity/seed-grants/seed-grant-projects-2024/

Selection

Following a call-out for submissions, circa 40 applications were received for a place on IHF’s Seed
Grant programme designed to encourage creative exploration through micro-financing and
mentorship. Following a rigorous selection process, six projects were chosen to align with Caru’s
ambition to support and improve the delivery of compassionate, person-centered palliative, end of
life, and bereavement care to residents, loved ones, and staff in nursing homes.

Projects

Grantees included activity coordinators, artists, clinicians, educators, and academics. Using a wide
variety of creative practice, each project facilitated safe conversations about end-of-life planning,
dying, death, grief, and loss. This is reflected in the use of song, drama, film, writing, poetry,
movement, storytelling, memorabilia, mosaics, collage, and painting.

Cavan — Esker Lodge Nursing Home
Moving Forward with Grief

Multi-disciplinary community artist Helen Keenan facilitated drawing
and movement classes with residents, including those with an
Alzheimer’s diagnosis, aimed at engaging the mind, body, and spirit
to process emotions. It shows how creative practice can enrich the
lives of everyone living with an Alzheimer’s diagnosis.

Clare — Ennis Road Care Facility
Healing and Remembrance Space

Lisa Hester (PhD) collaborated with residents and staff to re-purpose
an underused prayer room into a therapeutic multi-purpose area for
the whole community. This followed a series of workshops utilising
multiple artforms, from patterning to painting to Lego and more. It
analyses how multiple artforms and disciplines can work in practice.

Donegal — Brindley Manor Nursing Home
Roots of Remembering

Led by artist-facilitator Rebecca Strain, residents and staff collaborated to
create a ceramic memory tree while exploring experiences of dying, death,
grief, and loss. This has been installed at the entrance to the resident’s sitting
room for all to enjoy and appreciate. It shows how crafting can create
integration across residents, families, and staff.
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Dublin — Our Lady’s Hospice & Care Services
Unveiling Shadows

Performance artist Gabrielle Breathnach facilitated drama-based classes for
residents to prompt conversations about memories, dreams, and aspirations.
These were turned into performances directed by residents and acted out by
Gabrielle. It shows how carers and relatives can navigate their own grief by
engaging with and learning from residents.

Louth — Sunhill Nursing Home
In My Thoughts

Director of Nursing, Elaine Moloney, commissioned a painter and writer to
work with residents and staff in exploring the impact of the myriad of griefs
and losses associated with nursing homes, and in particular the death of a
resident. It shows what’s important to residents when talking / thinking about
planning for end-of-life and legacy choices.

Limerick — Milford Nursing Home
Milford Voices Choir

Activity Coordinator Michelle Clifford formed a whole community choir led
by residents to share experiences of dying, death, grief and loss through
song choices aimed at fostering wellbeing. It shows how senior
management can give voice to a whole community - residents, staff,
relatives, kinship groups, friends, and volunteers.

Learn more and watch the documentary films here.

Evaluation Methodology

“IHF Arts” at its simplest level tells stories. At a sophisticated level, story as narrative, underpinned
by research, aligned to education, evolves a culture of care and health. Alongside producing
documentary films on the projects and obtaining continuous feedback through mentoring,
Grantees completed anonymised evaluation surveys at the beginning and end of their projects.

Evaluation Results

The filmed results from this programme show that creative practice in all its forms — from drama, to
photos, to mosaics, to poetry, to Lego, to painting, to montage, to singing — can enhance the lives
of participants, including those living with an Alzheimer’s diagnosis. They also demonstrate how
the vast majority of participants welcomed the opportunity to discuss dying, death, grief and loss,
along with end-of-life planning. Or, as one Activity Coordinator told us: “The floodgates opened.”
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These projects further show how creative practice can generate integration across staff, residents,
kinship groups, volunteers, and how senior management can give voice to a whole community.
Equally they show how carers can navigate their own grief by engaging with residents.

Some quotes from residents, staff, volunteers, and kinship groups in giving feedback include:

Connected Creafive Listened to _
Inclusive

More relaxed Peaceful ...
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CO n n ecte d Fantastic

Optimistic  Conversations were phenomenal

All Grantees reported working alongside IHF’s Arts and Cultural Engagement Team helped achieve
their project goal and would strongly recommend this programme to others. Equally, all Grantees
reported they strongly believed projects such as these have a positive impact on residents, staff,
relatives, volunteers, and kinship groups. They also consistently reported:

>

>
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Residents and staff warmly welcomed the opportunity to talk about their losses once they
knew supports were in place and that they would be listened to.

Grief and loss was a common ground that strengthened relationships and formed new
ones. The same goes for loneliness.

Play is important even with dealing with difficult topics — some residents have never
‘played’.

Residents in nursing homes, when given the time and space, have so much they want/
need to express and reflect upon in relation to dying, death, grief, loss, and legacy.

Creative practice is a powerful tool to open up difficult conversations.

It’s important not to shy away from asking difficult questions — they can lead to profound
and meaningful discussions.

Sharing and modelling one’s own grief and experience can create a safe space and
encourages others to do the same.
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» Guests can bring an entirely new dynamic to workshops. They not only contribute their
perspectives but also learn new skills for engaging with / supporting residents.

» Trust between staff and residents (and vice versa) increases with creative practice.

Training

Grantees reported some challenges with safely opening and closing conversations around dying,
death, grief and loss with residents and staff. In response, IHF’s Arts and Cultural Engagement
engaged with IHF’s Bereavement Education to design and facilitate a bespoke training course.

Outputs

Artistic

These projects produced artistic outputs that will continue to inspire, thrive, and evolve. Examples
include drawings, a mosaic, a remembrance space, legacy gifts / messages, and a song collection.
A booklet of memories, poems, and drawings by residents was also produced giving a glimpse into
never forgotten bereavements, and bygone eras.

Florrie’s Story — Recalling the Crosses We Bear

“What got me through the death of my son, was my husband Gabriel. We came home and
found him dead. He had nobody with him when he died. It was Mother’s Day and Gabriel
and | went to see my mother-in-law in Clogherhead, and he just didn’t want to come with us
— he didn’t want to leave his dog. But he told his best friend that he wasn’t feeling well. And
that was it. | got involved in a lot of things to help me through my son’s death. | worked at St
John’s hospital as a volunteer, and | got to help a lot of people. We looked after the patients
some, and we also did fundraising.”
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Jacinta’s Story — Confessions Made to a Hairdresser

“You’d hear confessions! You’d hear everything. There was this lovely lady — she really was
a lady. She had two sisters who were nurses working in London, she wrote them a letter and
asked them to post on a few boxes of condoms. Of course, at the time you couldn’t buy
them this side of the border. Well Jacinta, she says, the post came and what do you think?
One condom they sent me! One! The good news is though: it’s small enough that whenever |
hang it on the line to dry after giving it a good wash, no-one can tell what it is.”

THE CANDLE <;
The power of the candle - 0& ;\;{/‘\:\- ,“»

The power of the flame -
One little spark,
And the speaking of a name,
Brings memories a’flooding -
Connection, warmth and hope —
A sense of loved ones close to us —
No longer left to grope
In darkness and in solitude. &
The candle lights the way. { A
Reminds us they are close to us, % \ )
And close to us they stay. \\ /s

Resources

Many are now seeking ways to continue. As such, IHF’s Arts and Cultural Engagement Team
produced a ‘Funding and Resources’ document, which gives details on where to access potential
funding and how to find a suitable professional artist-facilitator. Links to further resources and
training opportunities are also provided.

Read and learn more here.

Dissemination

IHF’s Communications and Marketing Department, in conjunction with Caru and IHF’s Cultural
Engagement Team, are currently developing a marketing campaign for 2025. The ambition is to
encourage nursing homes to instigate similar arts and cultural engagement programmes.

Meantime, two projects were showcased at the Caru National Network webinar ‘Building a
Compassionate Workplace Culture in Nursing Homes’ on 27" November 2024. A presentation on
how to replicate these projects was also given, and the ‘Funding and Resources’ document
circulated to attendees following the webinar.

Watch the webinar here.
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https://theirishhospicefoundati.sharepoint.com/:b:/r/sites/Arts/EDUCATION/Arts%20in%20Nursing%20Homes%20-%20Funding%20+%20Resources/FINAL%20Funding%20Supports%20and%20Resources%20-%205th%20Dec%202024.pdf?csf=1&web=1&e=uDU0QZ
https://vimeo.com/1035988670

Conclusion

These projects exemplify the traditional ‘fives ways to wellbeing’ pathway for everyone involved
with nursing homes — connect, be active, keep learning, take notice, and give. They illustrate that
feeling valued, creative expression, using skills and engaging with others builds / deepens
friendships and enhances feelings of wellbeing. In turn, these strengthen resilience.

They can also help address the issue of loneliness, an emotion that goes hand-in-hand with grief
and loss. Residents need a broad range of opportunities and activities to help tackle loneliness. As
do carers and loved ones. Activities can include befriending supports and fitness programmes.
However, just as important are opportunities that connect people to each other, such as arts and
cultural engagement, and should form part of a spectrum of activities geared to enhancing the
culture of care in nursing homes.

In short, engaging an artist in any art form to work with residents, relatives, and staff in a nursing
home is a wonderful way to introduce new activities and strengthen connections. But more than
this — much more — access to creativity makes space for conversation. Making something with
your hands or moving your body allows your head to take a breather. The process of making
something allows people to think and feel differently. The conversation changes when you make
something together —a poem, a montage, a mural, a mosaic, a play.

Sometimes we don’t want to talk, but we do want people to know. Sometimes we want to talk but
can’t find the words. Sometimes we just want to be seen and to know we’re not alone. Either way,
talk is medicine.

These projects demonstrate that having fixed places and / or creative activities where grief and loss
in all its forms can be seen and heard is not only helpful — it’s cathartic.

About Caru

Caru is an initiative of Irish Hospice Foundation (IHF) in partnership with All Ireland Institute of
Hospice & Palliative Care (AIIHPC) and the Health Services Executive (HSE). It offers practical
supports like the Information Support Line, alongside education, training, and awareness.
Learn more at Caru.ie

About Irish Hospice Foundation

Irish Hospice Foundation’s work is all about helping people who are dying and grieving. It offers
practical supports like the Bereavement Support Line alongside education and awareness.
Learn more at https://hospiefoundation.ie/

*kkk

If you are interested in working with an artist at your facility and don’t know where to start, talk to
the Arts and Cultural Engagement team at Irish Hospice Foundation. We'd be delighted to help.

e You can email us with any queries: elizabeth.hutcheson@hospicefoundation.ie
e Or telephone: 01 963 1158
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