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Doulas aren't just for birth - they're now helping 
families through death too 

• Evelyn Lewin 

When Christopher's father passed away following a brief battle with cancer eight years ago, his family was 

left reeling. 

His 90-year-old mother, Mary, was still processing her own grief when she became terminally ill this year. 

Christopher, 55, was heartbroken by the prospect of losing his beloved mother. His 11 siblings also felt 

adrift.  

 
"A doula has your back," says Helen Callanan. Photo: Stocksy 

 
They were no longer all practising Catholics, so they weren't looking for religious guidance. Nor were they 

seeking "a group hug", Christopher said. 

But they were weighed down by worries, such as how to support each other through such a precarious time. 

 
End-of-life doula Helen Callanan. Photo: Supplied 

 



It was Christopher who suggested hiring his long-term friend, Helen Callanan, a practising end-of-life 

doula. 

He explained Helen's job to his siblings as being "like a midwife" – but instead of being there for birth, she 

supports people towards their death. 

His brother Steve thought it was "a bloody great idea". 

The siblings organised a group phone call with Callanan. She explained that her role was "predominantly 

about making sure that Mary leaves in a place of peace and completion". 

From there, Callanan helped navigate further group phone calls, family visits and one-on-one meetings 

with Mary. She also helped the siblings understand their role in their mother's end of life. Christopher says 

this gave them the "greatest opportunity to love [mum] all the way to the end … [without] grieving in the 

space around her until the last breath". 

That last breath came in October, following bedside vigils by her children. 

Although swamped by the same grief they felt after their father's death, this time the siblings leaned on 

each other for support, drawing them "closer than we've ever been", Christopher said. 

Christopher's family is not the first to hire the services of an end-of-life doula. According to Callanan, who 

has worked in the profession almost 30 years, it's a "growing industry". The 57-year-old from Victoria 

stumbled into the profession when she was a Reiki practitioner who happened to have a lot of clients who 

were dying. She wanted to offer them more support. 

Death is a moment, whereas 'end of life' is a whole story. 

Helen Callanan, End-of-life doula 

While there is no strict job description, Callanan describes her role as non-medical; providing "support, 

education and resources" to people planning for, or at, their end of life. She's emphatic about not being 

there to "fix" anything. Rather, she says, "A doula has your back." 

In practical terms, she spends the first encounter trying to piece together what's happening. Then comes the 

support, which can include accompanying people to doctor's appointments, de-medicalising issues, helping 

patients find resources to make informed decisions and working alongside palliative care teams: "So there 

is as much peace and acceptance and grace at what can be a very confronting and challenging time." 

She prefers to describe her profession as dealing with "end of life" rather than death. "Death is a moment," 

she says. "Whereas 'end of life' is a whole story." 

18 months ago, Callanan began running an end-of-life doula training program at the Australian Doula 

College in Sydney. She says it's the first and only college she knows of in Australia to offer such training. 

One student who completed the course in 2015 is Olivia King Downie, a 38-year-old mother from Sydney 

who was already a birth doula, nursing student and marketing assistant. She enrolled in the course to help 

her better care for her 93-year-old great aunt, who has terminal breast cancer. 

Before doing the course, Downie felt out of her depth as her aunt's carer. She now feels well equipped to 

help her approach the end of her life. 

Christopher and his siblings remain grateful for Callanan's role in helping their mother navigate her own 

end of life, and credits Callanan for reducing their mother's anxiety. 

"That's one of the greatest gifts [you can give] anybody before they leave." 

 


