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Background

Maggie’s supports everyone affected by cancer
including those bereaved through cancer. 

The facilitator (Clinical Psychologist) and members
of our monthly bereavement support group felt their
experience of the group and ability to move forward
was being impacted by recurring themes which
needed addressing when newly bereaved members
joined. To better meet this need, a structured
bereavement course was developed for everyone to
attend as a pre-requisite to joining the ongoing
monthly support group.

A 7-week course (90-minute sessions) was
developed, covering the main themes from the
group as well as bereavement research. The course
includes elements of Psychoeducation, Acceptance
Commitment Therapy, Compassion Focused
Therapy, and Emotion Regulation techniques
weaved into each weekly session with homework
suggestions. The course aimed to increase
understanding of grief and bereavement, as well as
supporting the development of more effective
coping strategies, social connectedness, increased
confidence engaging in meaningful activities,
ongoing connections with their loved one and
preparing for the future. 

Participants also received a workbook summarising
the main information, as well as tools and strategies. 

Results

Each potential participant identified by the team was assessed individually  by the facilitating clinician to
discuss readiness and appropriateness for the course and to screen for significant risk or trauma symptoms.
The referral criteria included a minimum period since bereavement of 3-6 months depending on individual
circumstances (e.g. if this was a 2nd bereavement) and that the bereavement was cancer related. 

26 participants have completed the course to date. An initial course evaluation was completed by 6/10
participants following the pilot course which showed improvement in understanding, confidence and practical
skills to navigate grief however no pre data was available for comparison (not included below). A further 10/16
subsequent participants completed a pre- and post-course survey, the results of which are below. The survey
consists of 13 questions, covering satisfaction with course, comparing understanding, confidence and coping
with before the course on a three-point scale (“more than”, “the same as”, “already knew this/confident
in/managing this”). Two open-ended questions asked participants what they found helpful and what was
missing or could be improved. The remaining questions covered demographics and whether participants
would recommend the course to others and if they intend to come back to Maggie’s for further support. 

METHOD

The age range was 25 - 84 for 3 male and 7
female particiapants.

Cancer types of loved ones included: lung,
pancreatic, liver, breast, prostate, oesophageal
and rare cancers. Relationships with the loved
one included parent, child, spouse and sibling. 

The majority reported increases in
understanding across all themes covered by the
course (grief and bereavement, emotions in grief,
ways of coping with grief, values, and
boundaries). 

The majority of participants also reported
increased confidence across areas (in
understanding their experience of grief, talking
to others about grief, preparing for upcoming
“firsts”, seeking support from others and going
forward into the future).

The majority of participants also reported they
felt more able to manage day to day activities,
taking part in social activities, reminiscing about
their loved one, and general life tasks. 

The biggest changes were noted in feeling more
prepared for the “firsts” (a change of 70% from
pre to post), understanding emotions in grief (a
change of 80% from pre to post) and
understanding their experience of grief (90%
change from pre to post). 

Participants have fed back that this course has
improved their overall wellbeing as well as
supporting them to be active agents in managing
their grief. Quotes from participants can be
found on the following page. 



A further course with 8 participants is underway and will be evaluated in due course. Preliminary data from the bereavement course evaluation
suggests that it is satisfactory and beneficial to participants and improves knowledge and confidence in navigating common themes around grief and
bereavement. Of particular note is the improvements seen in feeling more prepared to cope with upcoming “firsts”, understanding and coping with
emotions in grief, and understanding their experience of grief. Over time (although not measured empirically as yet) the clinician has seen
improvements in participant’s ability and confidence dealing with emotions, planning for the future, and engaging in other supports e.g. exercise
sessions. Planned 6-12 month follow ups will help establish any longer-term benefits of the course. 

Those who have completed the course in January 2024 and continued attending monthly support groups have reported positive changes in their
ability to navigate grief, feel more prepared for difficult moments, seeking support when needed and managing daily life with more ease. They described
this as “more space between moments of overwhelm and grief” and “having better tools to cope”. They have continued to meet informally in the centre
and build peer support connections which has had a huge benefit. They have also been able to access the team for individual support as needed. 

The course supporting those bereaved due to cancer has been successful in allowing people attending the monthly bereavement support group to all
have the same baseline knowledge, improving outcomes and satisfaction for those attending the group. Previous course attendees have been a
support to those newly joining the group after the course, and this has allowed attendees to see progress in themselves and give hope to others that
grief can become more manageable with support and time. This course can now be rolled out in Maggie’s centres across the UK and be adapted for
local needs as required. 

CONCLUSION

Participant responses to the question “What did you find most helpful?”:

expert support early on to help me get through the
unexpected, and learning new ways to cope

Everyone felt the same and so you were “normal”

thinking about how to approach the future

Being able to speak to people who are also dealing with grief
and facing the same challenges

finding some hope that things will feel different

managing challenges like sleep, worry about the future and
practical tips

I feel better prepared for what is to come

talking about how to deal with the rollercoaster of
emotions in grief

finding where i want my life to go next now i am on my own
e.g. what is important to me, where i want to live

knowing how to explain to others that grieving never ends
but you adjust over time (why I still get upset)

finding new words to describe how i feel and how to deal
with it. grief is exhausting!

QUOTES FROM PARTICIPANTS CLINICIAN’S REFLECTIONS

Although the course was structured, we allowed time for discussions
based on the group needs. We talked openly about challenges,
thoughts and emotions, relationships, the future and times of despair
(including suicidal ideation). There was real honesty and vulnerability
within the group, and participants held space for each other’s
emotions and also supported each other. 

It was great to see participants form connections within the group.
Many from the course meet informally at Maggie’s for peer support
as well as continuing to attend monthly support groups. Each
“cohort” of the course supports those who are new to the monthly
group, and it’s helpful in giving others hope that they too can feel
differently in time and find new meaning. Monthly follow on groups
have an element of peer support along with some set themes e.g.
sleep, managing stress, finances, Christmas/New Year. 

Elements of psychoeducation, acceptance commitment therapy,
compassion focused therapy and emotion regulation worked well in
this course and were easily adapted for the needs of the group e.g.
working on values based activities (in the context of values changing
in grief). 

Participants were also encouraged to attend other elements of
support at Maggie’s including relaxation sessions, exercise sessions
and individual support. 

100% were very satisfied with the course And would

recommend the course to others bereaved 

through cancer
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