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We dedicate this book to all our patients and 
their families. We have borne witness to their 

suffering—from psychological distress, from loss 
and bereavement, from countless and sometimes 

unfathomable physiological ailments. It is also 
dedicated to our nurse colleagues and the nursing 
students who have collaborated with us to provide 

nursing care. This book originated from our 
realization that, as nurses, we are fellow travelers 
with our patients and their families in their journey 
through suffering. When we give voice to both their 

suffering and our own, we can work together to 
alleviate it.
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At some critical juncture in all our professional lives, perhaps while we were stu-
dents, perhaps as practicing nurses, all of us have realized that our patients are 
suffering. Sometimes they are suffering from a disease process, sometimes from ad-
verse effects of the treatments we administer, and sometimes from the psychological 
distress that accompanies a disease.

Jacqueline Merry Stout described how she learned this lesson when, as a new 
nursing student, she was assigned to care for a woman who the day before had 
had bilateral mastectomies. When Jacqui entered the room, the patient was dressed 
beautifully, knowledgeable about her disease, smiling, and “not in need of a thing.” 
When Jacqui asked her patient how she was coping with her diagnosis of breast 
cancer and her surgery, the patient responded, “Oh, I’m handling it so well. Every-
one keeps telling me that they can’t believe how strong I am and how well I am deal-
ing with everything.” However, as Jacqui began to assess her patient and prepare 
her for discharge, a powerful doubt developed: What if the woman she was caring 
for was presenting a fragile façade covering up being truly terrified? Jacqui was sure 
there was something that she should be doing and felt she had failed because she 
could not discover what it was.

Preface

Courtesy of Jacqueline Merry Stout, MSN, RN. The final definitive version of this figure has been published in the Journal of Holistic Nursing, 25(3). Sage Publications Ltd./Sage 
Publication, Inc. All rights reserved.
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As Jacqui wheeled the patient to an elevator and it began to descend to the 
lobby where the patient’s husband was waiting, a great change came over the pa-
tient. Her shoulders slouched forward and she cupped her head in her hands. Tears 
streamed down her cheeks as she wept silently. Jacqui stopped the elevator, put a 
hand on the patient’s shoulder, and just stood there while the patient cried. When 
she was finished, the patient wiped the tears from her eyes, proudly lifted her head, 
and nodded she was ready. Jacqui opened the elevator doors and wheeled her down 
the hall to her husband.

After this event, Jacqui wondered, What could she have done for her patient? 
Was having someone “just be there” what the patient needed most? While reflecting 
on the experience, Jacqui created the star-shaped box in the photo above to repre-
sent this patient. The box is a beautiful star-shaped box with exquisite pink paper 
and a lovely bow. Yet when you open it, you see ribbons in disarray, each marked 
with a powerful emotion, in stark contrast to the neat, “perfect” exterior.

Jacqui left the hospital that day fearing that she had failed her patient. How 
many times have any of us left after a long day wondering what else we might have 
done if only we had had a chance? In his discussion of nurses and their response 
to suffering, Jameton (1983) said, “I envision hospitals as places of suffering and I 
see nurses sweeping it all up. Then I wonder what they do with all that suffering 
after they have gathered it up.” Palliative Care Nursing: Caring for Suffering Patients, 
Second Edition is intended to assist nurses to reflect on the suffering, tragedies, and 
sometimes horror they see in the clinical setting and to work through some of their 
own feelings and reactions. It is also intended to highlight the role that palliative 
care plays in caring for individuals and families with serious illness. 

This book was also developed to assist nurses in finding answers to Jacqui’s 
questions. How do we identify a patient who is suffering? How do we assess whether 
our patient (and/or her family) is coping with the event? How can we identify the 
sources of our patients’ suffering when we believe they are putting up a façade? 
What can we do to alleviate patient suffering? How can we convey the extent of the 
suffering to the other members of the healthcare team and advocate excellent palli-
ative care for our patients? This book was developed with the intention of helping 
nurses improve their ability to recognize the suffering of others and respond to it so 
that optimally they could relieve or alleviate patients’ distress.

Reference 
Jameton, A. (1983, June). Panel Discussion at the National Endowment for the Humanities Summer 

Institute in Nursing Ethics, Medford, MA.
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