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PROBLEM: Lack of emotional preparedness training nurses need to
care for critical care patients over an extended period of time or at the
end of life (EOL).

SOLUTION: Initiative to educate nurses about the need and benefit of
palliative care in an ICU setting.

Problem Identified Close to half of all Americans that die in a hospital spend time
in a critical care unit within the last few days of their life and one in five Americans die in
an ICU. Unfortunately, nurses rarely receive emotional preparedness training needed to
care for these patients over an extended period of time or at the end of life (EOL) leaving
them in the midst of complicated situations feeling unempowered and frustrated —
known as “moral distress.”
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Solution Formulated Anticipating a shift to an oncologic population in an existing ICU unit
and considering concerns over nursing burnout, a team at the University of California at San
Diego Health Systems started an initiative in March 2011 to identify the need and benefit of
palliative care in an ICU setting. Palliative care improves quality of life through management of
pain and symptoms, communication, and understanding of medical decisions that support the
goals of care.
In November 2011, the team received sponsorship for six nurses to attend the End-of-Life
Nursing Education Consortium (ELNEC) program. The intention was to better equip the ICU
nurses to care for patients at end-of-life and decrease nursing emotional stress, increase
patient satisfaction and improve the overall perception of the dying process by both the nurse
and the family. 
Another important component of the initiative was use by bedside ICU nurses of a set of eight
palliative care consultation triggers. When a patient met a trigger, the nurse then talked to the
primary healthcare team regarding a consultation. Use of this tool resulted in a significant
increase in palliative care consultations and empowered nurses to be palliative care advocates,
helping to expose their patients to all of the benefits of palliative care.

NICHE Role The NICHE Geriatric Resource Nurse (GRN) core curriculum is designed for use
by those at NICHE sites who train nurses in best practices for hospitalized older adults. GRNs
are the foundation of system-wide improvement to achieve positive outcomes for hospitalized
older adults. The NICHE program, available to hospitals throughout North America, offers
evidence-based, interdisciplinary approaches to promote improved care for the hospitalized
older adult.

Evaluation/Results Results of the initiative revealed that nurses receiving palliative care
education had lower levels of moral distress (a 44.7% decrease). Pre-palliative care education
(PCE) MDS-R scores (M=123, SD=47) and post PCE scores (M= 86, SD=47), t(18)=3.81,
p=.001, with participants having lower levels of moral distress after attending PCE with 44.7%
of the variance explained (partial eta squared =.447). The improvement in scores was sustained
at six months (M=86, SD=32), t(16)=3.6, p=.003.
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About NICHE 
NICHE (Nurses Improving Care for Healthsystem Elders) is an international program designed to help
hospitals improve the care of older adults. The vision of NICHE is for all patients 65-and-over to be
given sensitive and exemplary care. The mission of NICHE is to provide principles and tools to
stimulate a change in the culture of health care facilities to achieve patient-centered care for older
adults. NICHE, based at NYU College of Nursing, comprises hospitals and health systems located in 
46 states, Canada, and Bermuda. For more information visit nicheprogram.org.
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