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Increasing understanding of palliative 

care in Aboriginal Health Workers
The PEPA Western Australia Story

Presented by Alicia King, PEPA Aboriginal Project Officer & 
Brooke Wilkinson, PEPA WA Manager

We would like to acknowledge the Traditional Owners of 
this Land. 

We would also like to pay respect to the Elders both past 
and present and offer our acknowledgment and respect to 

other Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders who are 
present.
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What is PEPA?
Program of Experience in the Palliative Approach 

• Provides learning opportunities for health 

professionals to improve their knowledge, 

skills and confidence when working with 

people with chronic, advanced or life limiting 

illnesses.

• PEPA Offers; 

– Mentored placements

– Palliative approach workshops

– Indigenous resources

Cancer and Palliative Care

• Cancer is the second leading cause of death in Aboriginal people 

• Aboriginal people are less likely to participate in cancer screening 

programs

• More likely to be diagnosed when cancer is at an advanced stage
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Aboriginal people are underrepresented when it comes to accessing palliative care 

services. For example 1400 patients were referred to specialist palliative care services in 

regional WA in 2015, with only 7.8% identified as Aboriginal (WA Cancer and Palliative 

Care Network, 2015). 

Challenges and barriers for Aboriginal people accessing palliative care services include;

• Cultural, language, geographic differences

• Lack of cultural appropriate services 

• Lack of information on available service

• History and negative experience

These factors may contribute to Aboriginal  Australians being referred to palliative care 

services in the very late stages of their illness or not at all (O’Brien, et al 2013).

Aboriginal Australians accessing palliative care 

Aboriginal Health Workers are an important link 

between the patient & palliative care

“ The presence of Aboriginal Health Worker’s is perceived 

as a positive solution to reduce the sense of fear and 

alienation for Indigenous people, which is especially 

important  during the sensitive and distressing time of 

coping with terminal illness.”

(Pam McGrath, et al 2007)
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PEPA WA 2011 – 2016

• 23 PEPA placements 

• 15 Aboriginal Health Professional Workshops 

• 4 Aboriginal Cultural Awareness Workshops 

Workshops 

Placements 

Placements & Workshops in WA 

http://www.google.com.au/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&ved=0ahUKEwj-so2ivL_LAhXINpQKHd_wBSgQjRwIBw&url=http://edit.rdl.wa.gov.au/REGIONS/STATEWIDE&bvm=bv.116636494,d.dGo&psig=AFQjCNG1H3u7J03mTqU7w5dWi6hE_IDEfQ&ust=1458020631158099
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Participant feedback after completing 

PEPA Education 

Participant feedback after completing 

PEPA Education 

“When the palliative approach should start and the importance 

of helping the family to understand the approach”

“Family meetings have improved and advanced care plans”

“Go out with the community nurse, be that liaison person” 
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Challenges in Western Australia

• Remoteness of Western Australia 

• Employer’s unable to release staff to attend a 2 day 

PEPA placement 

• Engaging AHW participants in placements

• Culturally appropriate resources available 

Why Aboriginal Health Worker’s need to be involved in the

palliative care journey? 
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Quote from PEPA participant 

“I believe that a palliative care patient may have a finite time 
frame, but that time is a journey, just as everyone else’s life is 
a journey, and it should be filled with quality, love and laughter 
for all to remember, so that when the end is near everyone 
can accept that it has been a wonderful life, and all care and 
courtesy is given to everyone in the final days or hours and 
even after death. Respect is incredibly important”

(Aboriginal Health Worker) 
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For further information on PEPA Education in Australia 

please go to www.pepaeducation.com

http://www.pepaeducation.com/

