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Transcript of ‘Different Ways to Say Goodbye: Compassionate Support Across Cultures’

Adebayo was originally from Central Africa. In our first conversation, I asked him if he had any faith. He said that he wasn't religious, as he didn't follow any traditional faith group, but that he was very spiritual. He spoke about being guided by his spirits who were family members who'd already died. His main spirit guides were his mum, grandparents, and his aunts and uncles.
I explored this further with him, and he talked about how the doctors were saying to his partner, Jackie, that he was coming to the end of his life. He told me how he knew that this wasn't true, as his spirit guides were very strong in telling him that he wasn't dying and this was just a temporary illness. He was convinced he was going to recover and be able to get on with his life.
Jackie's Scottish, and they'd been together for about 10 years, having met not long after Adebayo first came to Scotland. She was finding his beliefs quite challenging. They had a young family, and Jackie wanted to put things in place to make coming to terms with his upcoming death and life without him as easy as possible. So the fact that he didn't believe he was dying and wasn't prepared to discuss it was very difficult for her. She would've ideally liked to get married, but according to his culture, he had to be able to stand for the whole wedding ceremony and be fit and healthy when they married, so this wasn't an option in his mind until he was well again.
Adebayo had a large family back home. Several of his relatives came to help care for him. They didn't speak any English, so all communication was through an interpreter. This can add an extra layer of complexity when having sensitive discussions at the end of life. Adebayo's family shared similar beliefs to him, so also found it very difficult to accept that he might be dying. There'd been mention of Adebayo's body being repatriated to his home country when the time came. We tried to talk about this with the wider family, but they weren't wanting to engage in any discussions. They didn't accept he was dying, and also said in their culture, if and when someone did die, that they would deal with things afterwards. They wouldn't talk about this or any potential plans in advance.
Adebayo's extended family didn't find it easy when he was approaching the end of his life and he was semi-conscious. They often tried to keep him awake, to feed him and give him drinks at a stage when he couldn't safely manage these. The team found this very distressing and challenging to their own beliefs and cultural values. They obviously wanted to provide the best care possible to Adebayo and his family and be respectful to their wishes, but found it very difficult accepting this very different approach to death and dying. Those close to Adebayo were obviously very upset when he finally died. His extended family stayed with him for several hours before the staff were able to gently encourage them to leave.
I've been reflecting on this, and I think when we're caring for someone from a different culture and belief system to what we are used to, that we continue to offer and provide person-centred care, even when their perspectives might be quite different to our own Western-based ideas and values. I sometimes wonder what impact this situation will have on his partner's bereavement. On one hand, she may take some solace from respecting his views and wishes, but on the other hand, she may struggle that she wasn't able to help him plan for death in the way she may have envisaged, and that she and the children weren't really able to say their final farewells the way they might have wanted.
The film ends and 2 questions appear on screen:
1. What did you notice about how you felt during the film?
2. Have you been in a situation at work where you have supported someone who has different cultural, faith or spiritual beliefs to yourself? Was there anything that was challenging about this?
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