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Abstract

Background: Despite the great advances in the concept of palliative care (PC) and its benefits, its application
seems to be delayed, leaving unfulfilled the many needs of patients and family members. One way to overcome
this difficulty could be to develop a new training programme by palliative care specialists to improve PC primary
skills in healthcare professionals. The aim of this study was to evaluate the training’s impact on trainees within a
hospital setting using Kirkpatrick’s and Moore’s models.

Methods: We adopted a mixed-method evaluation with concurrent triangulation. The evaluation followed the first
three steps of Kirkpatrick’s and Moore’s models and included a pre- and post-training evaluation through self-
administered questionnaires and focus groups. We used the McNemar statistical test.

Results: The results highlighted the significant amount of knowledge acquired by the hospital professionals after
training, in terms of increasing their knowledge of palliative care and in terms of the change in meaning that they
attributed to phenomena related to chronicity and incurability, which they encounter daily in their professional
practice. In both quantitative and qualitative research, the results, in synthesis, highlight:
(i) the development of a new concept of palliative care, centred on the response to the holistic needs of people;
(ii) that palliative care can also be extended to non-oncological patients in advanced illness stages (our training was
directed to Geriatrics and Nephrology/Dialysis professionals);
(iii) the empowerment and the increase in self-esteem that healthcare professionals gained, from learning about the
logistical and structural organization of palliative care, to activate and implement PC;
(iv) the need to share personal aspects of their professional life (this result emerges only in qualitative research);
(v) the appreciation of cooperation and the joining of multiple competences towards a synergistic approach and
enhanced outcomes.

Conclusion: It is necessary to further develop rigorous research on training evaluation, at the most complex orders
of the Kirkpatrick and Moore models, to measure primary PC skills in health care professionals. This will develop the
effectiveness of the integration of I- and II-level palliative care competencies in hospitals and improve outcomes of
patients’ and families’ quality of life.

Keywords: Palliative care, Training evaluation, Health care professionals, Palliative care specialists, Hospital,
Educational models
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Background
Palliative care (PC) is a complex aspect of end-of-life
(EoL) treatment, which focuses on providing compas-
sionate medical care and preserving the patient’s dignity
throughout the unfolding of a disease [1, 2]. Data from
the literature largely confirm the effectiveness of PC
[3–7] and encourage early access of patients to PC as
well as the integration of PC into standard care [8–11].
Nonetheless, national- and international-level data [12]
evidence the low referral rate of patients to PC [13].
This may most likely be due to sustainability issues, as
PC requires ever more qualified PC specialists for a
steadily growing patient supply and dwindling eco-
nomic resources.
Moreover, the implementation of PC is not straightfor-

ward, as it implicates a broad range of aspects – from
QoL to EoL interventions, from human relations to
treatment costs [14–17]. Currently, the “modern” PC
specialist is called on to cover multiple roles: being at
the same time a clinician, a trainer (especially in the
hospital setting) and a researcher with a natural attitude
towards quality improvement [11]. However, it is unreal-
istic that PC experts meet all PC needs of incurable pa-
tients [14, 18].
One way to overcome such difficulties could be, as

proposed by Quill and Abernethy [14], to structure PC
on two levels: a I-level, so-called generalist PC, intended
to meet the patient’s basic needs for PC in primary care
and within hospital wards and involving transversal skills
and knowledge common to all health professionals
(HPs) in their daily clinical activity. The II-level is set up
for more complex physical, psychological, social or spir-
itual needs and is carried out by specialized PC profes-
sionals [11]. The model, however, appears not to have
been implemented so far, and there is still no indication
of pursuing it in practical terms.
Some authors underline the importance of activating

training courses to improve I-level skills among non-
specialized PC professionals on basic principles of pallia-
tive care and to implement cooperation between the I
and II levels [11, 14, 19].
Although the literature does describe several training

interventions in PC [20–23], unfortunately, it rarely re-
ports information about assessment tools used [24] or
the methodological validity. A recent review by Turrillas
et al. [25] has recognized an enormous lack of evidence
for PC training evaluation.
In most cases, evaluation of training is mostly based

on participant satisfaction and knowledge learning. A
rigorous method is mandatory to evaluate the impact of
a training course, according to the Medical Research
Council framework (MRC) for complex intervention
[26]. Nonetheless, the literature on this rigorous method
is still underdeveloped [27, 28]. Accordingly, the aims of

this study were to evaluate, both quantitatively and
qualitatively, training’s impact on trainees while asses-
sing the training’s model and evaluation method. For
this study, we chosen to focus on hospital wards.
The study intends to make an important contribution

by using a rigorous method for training evaluation in PC
and to fill a gap in knowledge/education on PC for hos-
pital healthcare professionals.

Methods
We adopted a mixed-method evaluation with the con-
current triangulation, which consists of a qualitative and
quantitative collection of data in the same period, in one
subsequent separate analysis and, finally, in a compari-
son of the outcomes [29, 30].
We decided to carry out a before-after evaluation of

the training, focusing on Moore [31] third order of
learning, which is articulated in 3A (declarative know-
ledge) and 3B (procedural knowledge).

The intervention
We developed a new training programme for PC based
on the Kirkpatrick model [32, 33] and its elaboration by
Moore [31]. The training programme, lasting 4 h in two
different editions to facilitate participation, was taught
by II-level PC specialists to HPs of all departments (I-
level). The training focussed on the vision of PC by the
World Health Organization (WHO) [1], the purpose of a
PC unit in the hospital and the sharing of PC needs in
hospital wards [7, 34].

Context and sampling
The study was performed at the General Hospital
“Arcispedale Santa Maria Nuova”, a 900-bed public hos-
pital, located in Reggio Emilia, a town in northern Italy,
recently awarded the title of Clinical Cancer Centre by
the Organization of European Cancer Institutes (OECI).
In the hospital, there is a Palliative Care Unit (PCU)
assigned to provide specialist consultations for patients
(and patients’ family members) both hospitalized in the
hospital wards both afferent to the outpatient clinic. The
PCU was established in April 2013 and currently in-
cludes three senior physicians, two advanced practice
nurses and a specialist nurse in education.
The study sample was composed of HPs from the

Radiotherapy, Geriatrics and Nephrology/Dialysis wards,
who were involved in the basic PC training and who rep-
resented all professional categories implicated (physi-
cians, nurses, technicians, biologists, etc.).

Data collection and analysis
We used an open-ended questionnaire [35] about the
comprehension of the WHO definition of PC, adminis-
tered before and after training, asking: ‘Referring to your
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professional experience, what do you think are the goals
and characteristics of PC?’. We analysed data using a
framework constructed by Beccaro et al. [21], which is
based on the 16 domains characterizing the WHO defin-
ition of PC. We calculated the percentages for each do-
main before and after training, along with the relevant
95% bilateral confidence intervals, constructed according
to the Clopper-Pearson method. Pre- and post-training
percentages were compared with the McNemar test; a p-
value < 0.001 was considered statistically significant. The
analysis was conducted using R3.3 (R Foundation for
Statistical Computing, Vienna, Austria).
Qualitative feedback on PC knowledge and learning

was gathered by means of focus groups (FGs) that served
to encourage interaction between the participants, elicit
a range of opinions/views and generate a discussion on
the topic [36]. For each ward, we planned to conduct
separate FG meetings for physicians and other HPs’ roles
to bring out issues and topics characteristic of each pro-
fessional profile. A moderator and an observer were
present during every FG.
The qualitative analysis adopted the framework

method described by Gale et al. [37]. We concentrated
the analysis on emerging themes but also on emotions
and meanings that the professionals attributed to their
statements. In doing so, we could search for any possible
changes in meanings attributed to that phenomenon

from before to after the training. The overall process
was supervised by an external expert of qualitative
methodology.
We finally performed data triangulation to compare

the quantitative and qualitative results [30].

Results
The study included 80 HPs, accounting for 59.45% of
the total staff of the 3 departments considered. Of these,
19 were physicians (Ph), 47 nurses (N) or technicians
(T), and 14 other professional figures, such as nurse as-
sistants and biologists. Of these, 33 participated in the
pre-training FG and 29 in the post-training FG. Besides,
we collected 77 pre-training and 77 post-training ques-
tionnaires as the same participants who filled both the
questionnaires. We synthesized the training participants’
characteristics and their participation in the training
course in Table 1.

Quantitative results
The open-ended questionnaire (before and after the
intervention) gathered 77 different responses. Table 2 il-
lustrates percentages, before and after, with confidence
intervals and the outcome of the McNemar test [26] and
the p-values for each domain.
All 16 domains had entries among participants’ an-

swers except for D13. The most significant difference

Table 1 Training participants’ characteristics

Hospital ward HPs N No. of participants %

Nephrology Service and Dialysis Physician 11 8 72.72%

Nurse 50 18 36.00%

Head Nurse 2 2 100%

Nurse Assistant 6 6 100%

Biologist 1 1 100%

Total 70 35 50%

Geriatric Medicine Physician 9 4 44.44%

Nurses 16 12 75.00%

Head Nurse 1 1 100%

Nurse Assistant 15 4 35.71%

Total 40 22 55.00%

Radiotherapy Service Physician 8 7 87.50%

Radiology Technician 16 7 43.75%

Nurse 6 6 100%

Head Nurse 2 1 50.00%

Biologist 1 1 100%

Nurse Assistant 2 1 50.00%

Administrative Staff 2 / /

Total 37 23 59.45%

Grand total 147 80 54.42%
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was observed for domain D01 “Improvement of patient
QoL”, which evidenced a statistically significant differ-
ence (p-value = < 0.001) between pre- and post-training,
with an approximately three-fold increase.
Two other domains also showed significant enrich-

ment with training: D14 “Early applicability in illness
path” (p-value = < 0.001) and D08 “Addressing patient
and family needs” (p-value = < 0.001).
The domains that concern addressing the patient’s

holistic conception and taking charge of all its dimen-
sions (D06 “Psychosocial aspects of patient care” and
D07 “Spiritual aspects of patient care”) had significantly
higher representation after the training intervention (p-
value = < 0.001). These results also confirm that these
domains had been properly learned during the course.
These domains were followed in representation by D05
“Treatment of physical symptoms” (D05) (p-value =
0.001), which doubled after training; D12 “Team ap-
proach in addressing needs” (p-value = 0.006); and D10,
referring to extending care to patients’ families, “Helping
family to cope with their bereavement” (p-value = 0.016).
Finally, the D02 domain “Address the problems associ-

ated with incurable diseases”, with p-value = 0.052, and
D09 “Encouraging patients to live as actively as possible”,
had borderline statistical significance p-value = 0.077.
The significant differences between pre- and post-

intervention were suggestive of changes in the under-
standing of the topics, increased awareness or acquisi-
tion of new notions.

Qualitative findings
The analysis of the FGs before and after training led us
to identify five overarching themes (Table 3): (1) Rela-
tionships among I- and II-levels, (2) Communication
with patients and their families, (3) Clinicians’ compe-
tences in EoL care, (4) Integration among I- and II-
levels, and (5) Self consideration of their emotions.
These themes emerged with different meanings (defined
within the sub-themes) in relation to pre-training and
post-training data collection. We highlighted this mean-
ing shift in Table 3.

Theme 1. Relationships between I- and II-levels, passing
from obstacles to synergies
As the first result of the training, the meanings shifted
from what we denominated “doubt and disagreement” to
“knowledge and synergy”. Before the training, the HPs pri-
marily emphasized a lack of specific guidance on PCU ac-
tivities. They expressed the need to receive basic relevant
information on PC, especially its objectives and its proced-
ure, to advice a patient and her/his family about PC
provision. The major deterrent was represented by the
moment of the patient’s discharge from the hospital to
hospice or home care. HPs revealed they needed informa-
tion about how activate PC provision after hospitalization.

“There needs to be clarity on the figures of reference for
health professionals and PCU, the goals of PC, and
how PCU works” (FG 3 Ph).

Table 2 Distribution of WHO domains before and after training

Domain WHO palliative care definition Before After P

Percentage with
confidence interval

Percentage with
confidence interval

p-value

D01 Improvement of patient quality of life 23.4 (14.5–34.4) 61.0 (49.2–72.0) < 0.001

D02 Life-threatening illness 53.2 (41.5–64.7) 64.9 (53.2–75.5) 0.052

D03 Prevention and relief of suffering 32.5 (22.2–44.1) 28.6 (18.8–40.0) 0.689

D04 Treatment of pain 33.8 (23.4–45.4) 39.0 (28.0–50.8) 0.571

D05 Treatment of physical symptoms 22.1 (13.4–33.0) 40.3 (29.2–52.1) 0.001

D06 Psychological aspects of patient care 18.2 (10.3–28.6) 44.2 (32.8–55.9) < 0.001

D07 Spiritual aspects of patient care 02.6 (00.3–09.1) 20.8 (12.4–31.5) < 0.001

D08 Addressing patient and family needs 23.4 (14.5–34.4) 53.2 (41.5–64.7) < 0.001

D09 Encouraging patients to live as actively as possible 01.3 (00.0–07.0) 09.1 (03.7–17.8) 0.077

D10 Helping family to cope during patient illness 10.4 (04.6–19.4) 23.4 (14.5–34.4) 0.016

D11 Helping family to cope with their bereavement 01.3 (00.0–07.0) 07.8 (02.9–16.2) 0.131

D12 Team approach in addressing needs 07.8 (02.9–16.2) 23.4 (14.5–34.4) 0.006

D13 Investigations aimed at improving management of clinical problems 00.0 (00.0–04.7) 00.0 (00.0–04.7) /

D14 Early applicability in illness trajectory 03.9 (00.8–11.0) 23.4 (14.5–34.4) < 0.001

D15 Affirming life 00.0 (00.0–04.7) 02.6 (00.3–09.1) 0.480
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“One of the doubts I have is on when to call in
palliative-care medical advice” (FG 1 Ph).

Furthermore, there does not appear to be an official
agreement indicating which hospital specialist is respon-
sible for PC patient management. This not only creates
obvious delays in requesting and providing assistance
but also involves a conflicting decision-making process
about treatments. Physicians and nurses, within the
same wards, often disagreed on treatments. Participants
were not fully aware of the local network, while they
were aware of the weakness and the precariousness of
their therapeutic programme, mainly when carried out
at the patient’s home. HPs saw the risk that the continu-
ity of care might disappear.

“Our opinion was to suspend the treatment since the
chances (of survival) were very few, but the specialist
wanted to try a last line anyway, despite the patient …
being already in desperate conditions. So there is no
agreement between us” (FG 1 Ph).

“This is a problem that doctors often cause us … .
They often demand things that are impossible to
achieve” (FG 2 N).

Once the hospital professionals received training on
PC, they became aware of the broader picture and
organization of PC, the paths for pursuing its integration
within daily hospital activity and its implementation out-
side hospital structures. Additionally, having a better
comprehension of the roles and profiles of the profes-
sionals working in this service allowed the other hospital
professionals to be more attentive and sensitive in facili-
tating palliative doctor consultancies.

“It was useful to get a clear definition of the meaning
of palliative care, in relation to care and professional
roles with them (PCU staff)” (FG 7 Ph).

Having clarified that PC needs can actually be met by
the PC specialist once a PC plan is activated led the par-
ticipants to feel a sense of synergy with colleagues that
seemed to facilitate inter-professional relations. The
presence of the palliative specialist helped trainees to
achieve a new perspective.

“Now, after the training, there is a lot more
awareness (on PC), and we can work in line with
the medical staff, whereas before, when we had a
patient in pain, we were in a situation where no
one would take on the final provision for the
treatment” (FG 8 N).

“With the introduction of the palliative doctor, we
are facilitated in the assistance and decision
making by coordination with the palliative doctor”
(FG 11 Ph).

Theme 2. Communication with patient and family: ‘a
collaborative approach to manage communication’
The relationship and communication with the patient’s
family were reported as particularly strenuous by the
professionals. Among the aspects highlighted by the par-
ticipants were dealing with suffering and incurable con-
ditions, the nature of the information they are in charge
of communicating (e.g., poor prognosis, recurrent dis-
ease, last line of active treatment, transition from active
care to PC) and the underlying issues of communication
skills and personal ethics.

“I'm faced with the dilemma: “What should we
communicate and how?” “I sometimes ask myself
whether I should communicate the diagnosis or not”
(FG 7 Ph).

“Since I do not know what the patient's wishes are, I
often refer to the family's judgement” (FG 7 Ph).

Table 3 Meaning shifts among FGs from before training to after training

Themes

Sub-themes emerging from FGs before the training ← meaning shift → Sub-themes emerging from FGs after
the training

‘Disagreement’ 1. Relationships between I- and II-levels ‘Synergy’

‘Hard communication with patient and family’ 2. Communication with patient and family ‘A collaborative approach to managing
communication’

‘Perception of EoL care as useless’ 3. Clinicians’ competences in EoL care ‘Becoming competent EoL care clinicians’

‘Initial perception that meeting and integrating
with PC specialists is impossible’

4. Integration between I- and II-levels PC care ‘A possible integrative model with the PCU’

‘Difficulty in sustaining the emotional burden’ 5. Mindfulness of their own emotions ‘Training course to support professionals’
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“Each of us is self-taught in this field, but in reality,
there are communication techniques that we abso-
lutely do not know; we lack communication training”
(FG 1 Ph).

Participants felt that communication with the family
was very problematic and listed some typical situations,
such as when the family members cannot accept the fact
their relative’s disease is inevitably worsening towards
death or when a family member asks to continue a use-
less therapy.

“It is necessary to help the family understand the
meaning of pain therapy in relation to the process of
accompanying the patient towards death; many
times, the medical staff is forced to resort to a
defensive medicine, just because the family are not
entirely convinced that this person, in the end, is
dying” (FG 5 Ph).

They stressed that this issue remained a critical point
despite having undergone the present training course
and began planning further training that could help
them address their communication needs towards a col-
laborative approach with PC professionals.

“It is important to organize the approach together with
colleagues, with the patient and his/her family, a
possible caregiver” (FG 1 Ph).

“Our problems with communication lie largely in the
lack of training” (FG 3 Ph).

Theme 3. Clinicians’ competences in EoL care: ‘becoming
competent clinicians of the EoL’
Participants shifted from what we called “sense of useless-
ness towards the EoL” to “discovering the ‘treatments’ of
the EoL”. In fact, participants felt a sense of uselessness, of
‘having their hands tied’. Before the training, pain was a
cause of conflict among nurses and physicians: on one
hand, the physicians considered the problem of the pa-
tient’s pain already solved, while the nurses thought there
was a lack of pain therapy culture. Participants were more
sensitive to the patient’s global suffering:

“The problem is precisely the therapy of pain, which
perhaps we have not yet understood how it should be
done, we see the patient suffering, but sometimes we
have our hands tied” (FG 4 N).

“We often ask family members to allow us to give (PC)
a try, … for something that will probably prolong the
patient's suffering and that brings no apparent

advantage to the patient's well-being. So, there is an
insecurity that we all have towards these choices”
(FG 1 Ph).

The participants discovered the importance of EoL treat-
ments, as they reported a higher sensitivity and attention
to the patient at the EoL after training. Nurses recog-
nized that physicians, after the training, were more likely
to involve palliative doctors, when before they felt more
embarrassed. All the HPs gained a clear understanding
of the area of intervention of PC, namely, the response
to the needs of the person, even when they could no
longer manage the treatment of the disease.
Nevertheless, the problem of identifying psychosocial

and spiritual needs remained in both the pre- and post-
training FGs.
Participants understood that the intervention of the

PC specialist is needed to address the complexity and
multiplicity of symptoms and needs that cause suffering
in the patient.

“Surely our doctors have become confident enough to
call the palliative doctor, and this alone is an
important step ahead” (FG 10 N).

“For our work, we should have a greater knowledge of
what palliative care is” (FG 9 Ph).

Theme 4. Integration between I- and II-levels: ‘a possible
integrative model with the PC Unit’
From the “initial perception of the impossibility of
meeting and integrating the PC specialists” and being
somewhat powerless, participants shifted to an “under-
standing of the process, which will facilitate PC inclu-
sion in their work”. In fact, the first reaction of the
professionals revealed their doubts about the feasibility
of PC. The expectations of participants before the train-
ing were to receive not only theoretic notions but also
concrete proposals they could transfer to the patient’s
bedside. The first obstacle was traced back to
organizational problems. HPs declared that working
schedules were short and that the organization often
did not allow a method that was different from the one
traditionally intended, where it is the doctor alone who
interacts with the patient and the family. Participants
thought that more complex approaches, such as those
proposed by palliative specialists involving several ac-
tors, were challenging to apply.

“I am often involved in the most difficult part of
setting up the PC programme and coordinating
everyone, from my colleagues to the patient, family,
and a possible caregiver” (FG 1 Ph).
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“Even doctors, however, are always struggling to
involve the palliative doctors. They always wait until
the last moment” (FG 4 N).

The participants’ understanding of the organization
within the PCU seemed to have facilitated the involve-
ment of the palliative doctor’s consultancies within the
care. Participants became aware of the practical possibility
of activating PC and showed the need for greater integra-
tion of PC specialists within the examined operating units
(OUs).

“We should involve palliative specialists more and
more, so they can get to know our patients, the
dynamics at our department, and grasp the mesh of
our organization” (FG 9 Ph).

Still, some HPs perceived organizational boundaries
and constraints.

“What we will discover is whether we can implement PC
on a practical basis, with the patient. However, in this
setting, there is neither the time nor the mindset to use
this approach to the patient. Because we are unable to
do it... because of the organization” (FG 3-4 N & Ph).

Theme 5. Self-consideration of their emotions: ‘training
course to support professionals’
The last theme emerging from FGs regarded the diffi-
culty of the professionals in sustaining, over time, the
emotional charge of daily contact with patients and
families who have EoL situations.
Following training, professionals in the FGs recognized

above all the need to receive psychological support
themselves to face complex EoL situations.

“Plus, we don't receive much attention ourselves. In fact,
the staff suffer... from an emotional point of view. You
deal with it on your own. You can take an individual
route, but it's not enough. For years we've been claiming
that we need support for the staff” (FG 2 N).

The risk of burden was perceived especially by
nurses, who felt they would gradually become unable
to help anymore because of the intensity of emotions
experienced. HPs reported that they were not able to
identify, welcome and process those strong feelings.
Both personal development and preparedness were
needed to cope with the phenomenon.

“Manage this impact requires the right maturity, and
the right preparation; the psychological aspect is
important for the family, it is important for the doctor,

but it is also important for the nurse and the
assistants who are in contact with the patient on a
daily basis” (FG 2-6 N & T).

From the post-training FG, the previously highlighted
needs and the fears expressed by the participants related
to the risks of emotional stress led the way to a precise
awareness. It appeared that the requests for help became
explicit, even if not yet well circumstantiated: from train-
ing to communication to the care for HPs, to emotional
support in the management of complex cases. Partici-
pants recognized the training as an occasion for discus-
sion and sharing of the most complex problems. The
shared search for common solutions could become a
support strategy.

“We should establish a mutual-support group.
Moments to dedicate not only to the discussion of cases
but also of what has caused emotional reactions in the
colleagues” (FG 8 -12 N & T).

Triangulation outcomes
The participants were very active and participatory in
the whole path of training and research, allowing the
collection of very interesting data in both our quantitative
and our qualitative research. The triangulation of data led,
in most cases, to both confirmatory and novel results.
The results obtained highlighted the significant amount

of knowledge acquired by the participants after training,
in terms of increasing the knowledge on PC and in terms
of the change in meaning that they attributed to phenom-
ena related to chronicity and incurability, which they en-
counter daily in their professional practice.
In both quantitative and qualitative research, the re-

sults, in synthesis, highlight:

(a) the development of a new concept of PC, centred
on the response to the holistic needs of people
(Domains: D06, D07, D08 and Theme 3);

(b) the understanding that PC can also be extended to
non-oncological patients in advanced illness stages
(our training was direct to Geriatrics and Nephrology/
Dialysis professionals);

(c) the empowerment and increased self-esteem that
HPs gained, from learning about the logistical and
structural organization of PC, to activate and imple-
ment PC (Domains: D01, D014, Theme 1, 3 and 4);

(d) the need to share personal aspects of their
professional life (this result emerged only in the
qualitative research: Theme 5);

(e) the appreciation of cooperation and the joining of
multiple competences towards a synergistic
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approach and enhanced outcomes (Domain: D012
and Theme 4).

Discussion
The present work describes the piloting of a new train-
ing programme along with its evaluation.
This study evaluates a basic PC training programme in

a hospital by means of a fittingly rigorous methodology,
in view of implementing the II-level PC model dealing
with patients who are candidates for PC.
The adoption of the validated models of Kirkpatrick

and Moore and a mixed-method approach allowed us to
explore the phenomenon of PC as a whole. In particular,
through quantitative data, we evaluated the increase in
awareness, while the emerged meaning shift revealed
both what the participants learned and how they signi-
fied what they learned.
In agreement with Schenker and Arnold [18, 38, 39],

to improve PC for patients with chronic illness, we used
specific training to develop I-level PC skills in HPs to
improve the quality of care in hospital. Our results are
in agreement with other studies that were also applied in
non-oncological settings, for example, those obtained by
Hepgul et al. [7], which emphasized that the collabor-
ation between neurologists and palliative care profes-
sionals has a positive overall impact on the management
of patients with progressive neurological disorders. Simi-
lar results were obtained by Bowman and Meier [40] in
chronic obstructive pulmonary disease and Riegel and
Kimmel [41] in end-stage heart disease.
The results obtained highlighted the significant amount

of knowledge acquired by the participants after training,
in terms of increasing their knowledge of PC and in terms
of the change in meaning that they attributed to phenom-
ena related to chronicity and incurability, which they en-
counter daily in their professional practice [42]. Turrillas
et al. [25], through a systematic review of the existing
literature on the subject, showed that in the analysed
studies, despite the use of various original or modified
educational training and assessment methods of which
psychometric characteristics were often not reported, all
educational methods have allowed non-palliative care pro-
fessionals to improve their knowledge and preparation
regarding palliative care and EoL patient management.
In our study, the qualitative analysis showed that

meaning shifts emerged both as an interesting result of
the training and as an innovative proposal for training
evaluation.
Our training course has helped the HPs (i) develop a

new concept of PC centred on the response to the needs
of people [43] and not only to care; (ii) understand that
PC can also be extended to non-oncological patients
[44, 45] in advanced illness stages; (iii) gain empower-
ment and increased self-esteem from learning about the

logistical and structural organization of PC to activate
and implement PC [46–48]; (iv) appreciate the need to
share personal aspects of their professional life; (v) ap-
preciate the cooperation and joint multiple compe-
tences that enable a synergistic approach and enhanced
outcomes [7, 49].
Both HPs and PC specialists mentioned throughout

the course their need for multidisciplinary team support
to improve care processes; the need to work together
emerged, as did the need to share choices and to pro-
mote integration among the various kinds of profes-
sionals [50].
These unmet needs, which all fall under the umbrella

of PC in the hospital setting, were eventually summarized
in the request for immediate development of additional
training modules, one for each specific topic/unmet need,
such as management of personal emotions [51], commu-
nication skills for delivering bad news to patients and their
families [52], and holistic patient management [53]. In
fact, after this study, participants requested that training
boards organize a course that could deepen their know-
ledge on psycho-social needs and advanced training in
bad-news communication for physicians, while the PC
Unit has recently begun a new qualitative study on spirit-
ual needs in chronic illness patients.
This study has some limitations. The number of ques-

tionnaires collected was not high, although the statistical
analysis allowed us to identify significant differences. We
measured only the impact on professional competencies
and not effectiveness on patients and health outcomes.

Conclusions
There is a growing need to implement new PC training
delivery models [54]. We wanted to experiment with the
model in which PC specialists (II-level) help hospital cli-
nicians develop I-level skills through a training course,
and the results were rigorously measured.
This study intended to propose a training evaluation

method that used both quantitative and qualitative data;
this method could also be applied to other training
courses. However, it will be necessary to go beyond the
learning of applicable knowledge and new meanings to
propose training that develops measurable skills in pro-
fessionals, as well as outcomes to improve patients’ and
families’ QoL. It is necessary to conduct further rigorous
research on the training evaluation, at the most complex
orders of the Kirkpatrick and Moore models, to measure
the effectiveness of the integration of I- and II-level PC
competencies in care pathways and to evaluate patient-
and family-related outcomes.

Abbreviations
EoL: End-of-life; FG: Focus group; HP: Healthcare professional; MRC: Medical
Research Council; N: Nurse; OECI: Organization of European Cancer Institutes;

Artioli et al. BMC Palliative Care           (2019) 18:88 Page 8 of 10



OU: Operating unit; PC: Palliative care; PCU: Palliative Care Unit; Ph: Physician;
QoL: Quality of Life; T: Technician; WHO: World Health Organization

Acknowledgements
The Authors wish to thank all the healthcare professionals who kindly
participated in this study giving their time, experience, and insights. Finally,
the Authors are grateful to Manuella Walker (Pisa, Italy) for the support in
editing the paper.

Authors’ contributions
GA and GB contributed to the conception, writing of the manuscript and
implementation of the protocol. LG and EB contributed to the analysis of the
qualitative data. SC contributed to the analysis of the quantitative data. MC
and ST contributed to the supervision of the work. All the authors agreed to
be accountable for all aspects of the study in ensuring that questions related
to the accuracy or integrity of any part of the work are appropriately
investigated and resolved. All authors read and approved the final manuscript.

Funding
The present research was performed independently and did not receive any
internal or external funding.

Availability of data and materials
The study documentation is collected and managed by the coordinator of
the study centre (PC Unit, AUSL – IRCCS di Reggio Emilia), and datasets are
available on reasonable request.

Ethics approval and consent to participate
The study involves a specific information note and a consent form with the
relevant resolution of the data. The approval of this study was subject to the
opinion of the Provincial Ethics Committee of Reggio Emilia, in consideration
of the Protocol, the privacy policy, the relative informed consent forms, the
semi-structured interview used in the focus groups and the questionnaire
with open questions addressed to the professionals.
The study was approved by the Provincial Ethics Committee of Reggio Emilia
(n 2016/0019236) and conducted according to the Declaration of Helsinki; all
participants signed a written informed consent.

Consent for publication
Not applicable.

Competing interests
The authors declare that they have no competing interests.

Author details
1Palliative Care Unit, Azienda USL-IRCCS di Reggio Emilia, Viale Umberto I, 50,
42123 Reggio Emilia, Italy. 2Casa Madonna dell’Uliveto, Centro Residenziale
Cure Palliative – Hospice di Reggio Emilia, Reggio Emilia, Italy. 3Qualitative
Research Unit, Azienda USL - IRCCS di Reggio Emilia, Reggio Emilia, Italy.
4Clinical Trials and Statistics Unit, Infrastructure Research and Statistic,
Azienda USL - IRCCS di Reggio Emilia, Reggio Emilia, Italy. 5Scientific Director,
Azienda USL - IRCCS di Reggio Emilia, Reggio Emilia, Italy. 6Clinical and
Experimental Medicine, PhD program, University of Modena and Reggio
Emilia, Modena, Italy.

Received: 29 July 2019 Accepted: 2 October 2019

References
1. World Health Organization. Cancer: WHO definition of palliative care. 2019.

http://www.who.int/cancer/palliative/definition/en/. Accessed 27 May 2019.
2. World Health Assembly. Strengthening of palliative care as a component of

integrated treatment throughout the life course: report by the secretariat.
Geneva: Institutional Repository for Information Sharing, World Health
Organization; 2014. http://www.who.int/iris/handle/10665/158962A67_31-en.
pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y. Accessed 29 May 2019

3. Hui D, Kim SH, Roquemore J, Dev R, Chisholm G, Bruera E. Impact of timing
and setting of palliative care referral on quality of end-of-life care in cancer
patients. Cancer. 2014;120:1743–9.

4. Smith TJ, Temin S, Alesi ER, Abernethy AP, Balboni TA, Basch EM, et al.
American society of clinical oncology provisional clinical opinion: the

integration of palliative care into standard oncology care. J Clin Oncol. 2012;
30:880–7.

5. Higginson IJ. Making palliative care matter. J Palliat Med. 2014;17:1292–3.
6. Hui D, Bruera E. Integrating palliative care into the trajectory of cancer care.

Nat Rev Clin Oncol. 2016;13:159–71.
7. Hepgul N, Gao W, Evans CJ, Jackson D, van Vliet LM, Byrne A, et al.

Integrating palliative care into neurology services: what do the professionals
say? BMJ Support Palliat Care. 2018;8:41–4.

8. Zimmermann C, Swami N, Krzyzanowska M, Hannon B, Leighl N, Oza A,
et al. Early palliative care for patients with advanced cancer: a cluster-
randomised controlled trial. Lancet. 2014;383:1721–30.

9. Temel JS, Greer JA, Muzikansky A, Gallagher ER, Admane S, Jackson VA, et al.
Early palliative care for patients with metastatic non-small-cell lung cancer.
N Engl J Med. 2010;363:733–42.

10. Bakitas MA, Tosteson TD, Li Z, Lyons KD, Hull JG, Li Z, et al. Early versus
delayed initiation of concurrent palliative oncology care: patient outcomes
in the ENABLE III randomized controlled trial. J Clin Oncol. 2015;33:1438–45.

11. Costantini M. Sfide e opportunità delle cure palliative moderne. Bologna:
ASMEPA Edizioni; 2017.

12. De Lima L, Pastrana T. Opportunities for palliative care in public health.
Annu Rev Public Health. 2016;37:357–74.

13. Hawley P. Barriers to access to palliative care. Palliat Care. 2017;10:
1178224216688887.

14. Quill TE, Abernethy AP. Generalist plus specialist palliative care--creating a
more sustainable model. N Engl J Med. 2013;368:1173–5.

15. Tuca A, Gomez-Martinez M, Prat A. Predictive model of complexity in early
palliative care: a cohort of advanced cancer patients (PALCOM study).
Support Care Cancer. 2018;26:241–9.

16. May P, Garrido MM, Cassel JB, Kelley AS, Meier DE, Normand C, et al. Cost
analysis of a prospective multi-site cohort study of palliative care
consultation teams for adults with advanced cancer: where do cost-savings
come from? Palliat Med. 2017;31:378–86.

17. Duckett S. Aligning policy objectives and payment design in palliative care.
BMC Palliat Care. 2018;17:1–10.

18. Schenker Y, Arnold R. The next era of palliative care. JAMA. 2015;314:1565–6.
19. Block SD, Billings JA. A need for scalable outpatient palliative care

interventions. Lancet. 2014;383:1699–700.
20. Kadlec H, Hollander MJ, Clelland C, Kallstrom L, Hollander M. Family physicians

enhance end-of-life care: evaluation of a new continuing medical education
learning module in British Columbia. BMC Med Educ. 2015;15:119.

21. Beccaro M, Gollo G, Ceccon S, Giordano M, Salvini E, Vignali S, et al.
Students, severe illness, and palliative care: results from a pilot study on a
school-based intervention. Am J Hosp Palliat Care. 2015;32:715–24.

22. Bassah N, Cox K, Seymour J. A qualitative evaluation of the impact of a
palliative care course on preregistration nursing students’ practice in
Cameroon. BMC Palliat Care. 2016;15:37.

23. Pype P, Mertens F, Wens J, Stes A, Van den Eynden B, Deveugele M.
Preparing palliative home care nurses to act as facilitators for physicians’
learning: evaluation of a training programme. Palliat Med. 2015;29:458–63.

24. Vindrola-Padros C, Mertnoff R, Lasmarias C, Gomez-Batiste X. Palliative care
education in Latin America: a systematic review of training programs for
healthcare professionals. Palliat Support Care. 2018;16:107–17.

25. Turrillas P, Teixeira MJ, Maddocks M. A Systematic review of training in
symptom management in palliative care within postgraduate medical
curriculums. J Pain Symptom Manage. 2019;57:156–70.e4.

26. Campbell NC, Murray E, Darbyshire J, Emery J, Farmer A, Griffiths F, et al.
Designing and evaluating complex interventions to improve health care.
BMJ. 2007;334:455–9.

27. Becker G, Momm F, Deibert P, Xander C, Gigl A, Wagner B, et al. Planning
training seminars in palliative care: a cross-sectional survey on the
preferences of general practitioners and nurses in Austria. BMC Med Educ.
2010;10:43.

28. Ferrell B, Virani R, Paice JA, Coyle N, Coyne P. Evaluation of palliative care
nursing education seminars. Eur J Oncol Nurs. 2010;14:74–9.

29. Zhang W, Creswell J. The use of “mixing” procedure of mixed methods in
health services research. Med Care. 2013;51:e51–7.

30. Creswell JW, Creswell JD. Research design: qualitative, quantitative, and
mixed methods approaches. Thousand Oaks: Sage Publications; 2003.

31. Moore DE Jr, Green JS, Gallis HA. Achieving desired results and improved
outcomes: integrating planning and assessment throughout learning
activities. J Contin Educ Heal Prof. 2009;29:1–15.

Artioli et al. BMC Palliative Care           (2019) 18:88 Page 9 of 10

http://www.who.int/cancer/palliative/definition/en/
http://www.who.int/iris/handle/10665/158962A67_31-en.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
http://www.who.int/iris/handle/10665/158962A67_31-en.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y


32. Kirkpatrick JD. Implementing the four levels: a practical guide for effective
evaluation of training programs. San Francisco: Bernett-Koehler Publisher; 2007.

33. Kirkpatrick JD, Kirkpatrick W. Kirkpatrick’s four level of training evaluation.
Alexandria: ATD Press; 2016.

34. Eddy K, Jordan Z, Stephenson M. Health professionals’ experience of teamwork
education in acute hospital settings: a systematic review of qualitative
literature. JBI Database System Rev Implement Rep. 2016;14:96–137.

35. Di Leo S, Beccaro M, Finelli S, Borreani C, Costantini M. Expectations about
and impact of the liverpool care pathway for the dying patient in an italian
hospital. Palliat Med. 2011;25:293–303.

36. Addington-Hall JM, Bruera E, Higginson IJ, Payne S. Research methods in
palliative care. Oxford: Oxford University Press; 2007.

37. Gale NK, Heath G, Cameron E, Rashid S, Redwood S. Using the framework
method for the analysis of qualitative data in multi-disciplinary health
research. BMC Med Res Methodol. 2013;13:117.

38. Schenker Y, Arnold R. Toward palliative care for all patients with advanced
cancer. JAMA Oncol. 2017;3:1459–60.

39. Schenker Y, Arnold R. Possible underestimation of the provision of palliative
care-reply. JAMA Oncol. 2018;4:886.

40. Bowman B, Meier DE. Palliative care for respiratory disease: an education
model of care. Chron Respir Dis. 2018;15:36–40.

41. Riegel B, Kimmel SE. Palliative care: is now the time? Eur J Cardiovasc Nurs.
2018;17:474–6.

42. Carroll T, Weisbrod N, O'Connor A, Quill T. Primary palliative care education:
a pilot survey. Am J Hosp Palliat Care. 2018;35:565–9.

43. Kassianos AP, Ioannou M, Koutsantoni M, Charalambous H. The impact of
specialized palliative care on cancer patients’ health-related quality of life: a
systematic review and meta-analysis. Support Care Cancer. 2018;26:61–79.

44. Rosansky SJ, Schell J, Shega J, Scherer J, Jacobs L, Couchoud C, et al.
Treatment decisions for older adults with advanced chronic kidney disease.
BMC Nephrol. 2017;18:200.

45. Gatta B, Turnbull J. Providing palliative care in the medical ICU: a qualitative
study of MICU physicians’ beliefs and practices. Am J Hosp Palliat Care.
2018;35:1309–13.

46. Dudley N, Ritchie CS, Rehm RS, Chapman SA, Wallhagen MI. Facilitators and
barriers to interdisciplinary communication between providers in primary
care and palliative care. J Palliat Med. 2019;22:243–9.

47. Abedini NC, Chopra V. A model to improve hospital-based palliative care:
the palliative care redistribution integrated system model (PRISM). J Hosp
Med. 2018;13:868–71.

48. Hui D, Hannon BL, Zimmermann C, Bruera E. Improving patient and
caregiver outcomes in oncology: team-based, timely, and targeted palliative
care. CA Cancer J Clin. 2018;68:356–76.

49. Brown CR, Hsu AT, Kendall C, Marshall D, Pereira J, Prentice M, et al. How
are physicians delivering palliative care? A population-based retrospective
cohort study describing the mix of generalist and specialist palliative care
models in the last year of life. Palliat Med. 2018;32:1334–43.

50. Rosenblum AM, Chasen MR. Palliative care: who is responsible? J Natl
Compr Cancer Netw. 2018;16:791–2.

51. Mills J, Wand T, Fraser JA. Exploring the meaning and practice of self-care
among palliative care nurses and doctors: a qualitative study. BMC Palliat
Care. 2018;17:63.

52. Gorniewicz J, Floyd M, Krishnan K, Bishop TW, Tudiver F, Lang F. Breaking
bad news to patients with cancer: a randomized control trial of a brief
communication skills training module incorporating the stories and
preferences of actual patients. Patient Educ Couns. 2017;100:655–66.

53. Li L, Sloan DH, Mehta AK, Willis G, Weaver MS, Berger AC. Life perceptions
of patients receiving palliative care and experiencing psycho-social-spiritual
healing. Ann Palliat Med. 2017;6:211–9.

54. Tanzi S, Di Leo S, Mazzini E, Castagnetti M, Turrà C, Peruselli C, Costantini M.
Long-term sustainability of a quality improvement program on cancer pain
management: a complex intervention in an inpatient setting. Tumori. 2019;
Aug:1–8.

Publisher’s Note
Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in
published maps and institutional affiliations.

Artioli et al. BMC Palliative Care           (2019) 18:88 Page 10 of 10


	Abstract
	Background
	Methods
	Results
	Conclusion

	Background
	Methods
	The intervention
	Context and sampling
	Data collection and analysis

	Results
	Quantitative results
	Qualitative findings
	Theme 1. Relationships between I- and II-levels, passing from obstacles to synergies
	Theme 2. Communication with patient and family: ‘a collaborative approach to manage communication’
	Theme 3. Clinicians’ competences in EoL care: ‘becoming competent clinicians of the EoL’
	Theme 4. Integration between I- and II-levels: ‘a possible integrative model with the PC Unit’
	Theme 5. Self-consideration of their emotions: ‘training course to support professionals’

	Triangulation outcomes

	Discussion
	Conclusions
	Abbreviations
	Acknowledgements
	Authors’ contributions
	Funding
	Availability of data and materials
	Ethics approval and consent to participate
	Consent for publication
	Competing interests
	Author details
	References
	Publisher’s Note

