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Christmas 

can be a season 

of more sadness 

than Celebration… 

Yet in a quiet moment  

a gentle memory 

of happier times 

can bring comfort  

and peace . 
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The festive season is here and once again, 
sadly, we have to go through the pain of 
not sharing it with our most precious loved 
one.  It is not an easy time for most of us so 
we hope the article by Sean Dicks helps 
Donor Families and their immediate 
families as we all gather together. 
   

It is the time of year that the community 
through the various agencies and 
government bodies should be thanking 
donors and their families.  How 
appropriate would it be that Donors and 
the Donor Families were thanked and 
thought of at this difficult time.  Perhaps 
Donate Life’s home page could celebrate 
the gifts of Australian donors for the year 
gone by and wish their families all the best 
for Christmas.     
 

We have just come off the International 

Society for Organ Donation and 

Procurement Congress in Sydney.  With a 

title like that you would assume it would 

involve Donor Families.  I didn’t attend so I 

can’t say what happened over the number 

of days that the congress went for.  But I 

am sure it would have started with the 

Thanks to Country followed by a minute 

silence out of respect to the many 

Australian Donors that have saved 

thousands of lives.  I am sure this would 

have been the common theme going over 

the many days of the congress.   
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I would like to think that Donor Families 
were well represented as attendees and 
presenters.  As we all know it is the Donors 
and the Donor Families that make it all 
happen.   
 
Jacinto Sanchez, director of the Transplant 
Coordination Office in Galicia, a region of 
Spain said “the message that we send in 
Spain to the society is that we can have 
excellent hospitals, we could have the best 
surgeons, but without donors there is no 
transplantation”.   We, in Australia, haven’t 
got to this point yet, I don’t see evidence 
that our system realizes this simple reality.  I 
think when our system gets this message 
we will really see things start to improve.  
  
Read the stories included and if Donor 

Families would like to contribute please 

email us.  We look forward to hearing from 

you in the New Year.  Merry Christmas and 

a happy new year.   

Bruce McDowell   
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We at DFA are 
very grateful  to  

have Sean Dicks, 
Clinical 

Psychologist, 
DonateLife 

Support 
Coordinator , 

Donate Life ACT 
contribute to  our  
newsletter.   We  

recommend  Donor Families read this article  
and pass it around their immediate families 

over this Christmas break.   
 
 
Loss changes our lives.  Places, special 
days, specific items, and also tastes, smells, 
and sounds take on new meanings.  These 
may remind us of a loved one who has died, 
and while the memory may be of a happy 
time, it may bring sadness because it 
highlights our loss.  The December-January 
holiday period is a time which often 
contributes to strong feelings and the need to 
look after ourselves and family / friends who 
have experienced the loss of a loved one.   
When I think about the statements I have just 
made, I realise that they are worded in a way 
that reflects how grieving was understood 
until recently.  Modern theories of grieving 
emphasise that although one loses the 
opportunity to interact in the physical world 
with someone that has died, most bereaved 
individuals continue to have some form of 
psychological / emotional relationship with 
the deceased after their death.  While this  
 

 

may previously have been seen as a sign that 
the person was experiencing a difficulty with 
letting go, it is now acknowledged that such a 
relationship can be helpful, and is a sign of a 
transformation of the connections in the 
relationship.  In this way, acceptance of the 
death does not imply the loss of the 
relationship.   
 
I would add though, that there are times when 
one’s relationship with a deceased loved one 
may be so close that it prevents engagement 
with one’s daily life, or the relationship may 
include confusing or ambiguous elements, 
perhaps “unfinished business”.  In cases such 
as these, seeking assistance from a 
psychologist will be helpful.  Your GP will be 
able to make a referral with a Mental Health 
Treatment Plan that will enable you to get a 
rebate from Medicare.  The DonateLife office 
in your state will also be able to assist. 
 
Getting back to the main purpose of my article, 
I would like to make a few practical 
suggestions that may help you to cope with the 
coming holiday season.  Each person or family 
will find certain activities more helpful than 
other activities, and I would like to ask that you 
allow my suggestions to stimulate your ideas, 
but adapt them to suit your own preferences. 
Grieving, and the tasks involved in 
transforming your relationship, can be tiring 
and draining on an emotional, physical, 
psychological and spiritual level.  With this in 
mind, be careful not to take on too much.  
Downscale some of your traditions, or ask for 
family members to assist you with tasks that 
you previously managed alone. 
 
Other people, even close family and friends, 
will not know what you need.  In fact, you may 
find that your needs change during the course 
of any day.  Take the time to communicate 
your needs to others.  This will enable them to 
help you more appropriately, and they will 
appreciate the clarification in their roles.  There 
may be times when you want to talk about  
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your loved one, and those around you may 
avoid mentioning their name because they 
do not want to upset you.  Let them know 
that it is okay to talk, and tell them that 
although talking may make you emotional, 
you do not expect them to “fix” things.   
 
On the other hand, if someone is asking you 
questions or expecting you to speak when 
you don’t feel that you want to, thank them 
for their interest, and tell them that although 
you sometimes want to talk, you don’t have 
that need at the time.  Ask them if you can 
contact them when you want to talk. 
If you are wondering how you could help a 
fellow family member, it is often useful to 
approach them and offer your assistance in 
more than one way.  You can then allow 
them to either choose which way fits best 
with them at the time, or to make a 
suggestion of their own.    
 
Share the feelings and observations that you 
have at the time to help them understand and 
respond to your suggestion.  For example, 
you could say, “I know that by this time each 
year you and your children have put up the 
Christmas decorations.  I see that you have 
not yet done so.  Could I help in some way, 
perhaps by assisting you and the children to 
put them up this weekend or, if you don’t 
mind, I could help the children put them up.  
If you don’t want to put up decorations this 
year, perhaps I can help you while you 
explain this to the children.” 
 
When you make plans, share your ideas with 
those close to you.  Let them know that those 
are your plans at that time, and ask them to 
understand if you change them later.  During 
this period you may find that it is difficult to 
make one plan and stick to it.  If you change 
your plan, accept that uncertainty is normal 
at this time, and do not see the change to be 
related to failure in any way. 
 
If there is a specific part of your routine over 
the holiday period that would bring strong 
memories, or that is not possible given your  

loved one’s death (such as sharing Christmas 
lunch at your favourite restaurant), plan ahead 
and consider making a change that 
incorporates other people in some way.  You 
could, for example, have lunch at a family 
member’s house, and donate the money that 
would have been spent at the restaurant to a 
meaningful charity. 
 
While on events such as Christmas meals, I 
would like to acknowledge that they can be 
significantly emotional times.  It is important 
when planning such events this year that you 
consider factors that would help you and other 
family members to have a sense of control 
over decisions and plans.  Discuss this as a 
family first, and try to make a decision that 
does not leave anyone feeling excluded or 
unheard. 
 
Families that traditionally have Christmas 
lunch at home, would have to decide what to 
do about the place where a deceased loved 
one would always sit.  Some may decide to 
leave the place empty to symbolise the loss, 
while others may set their loved one’s place at 
the table to symbolise the closeness that is felt 
even though the person has died.  Other 
families may decide to change their tradition, 
at least for this year, and have Christmas 
lunch at a restaurant.   
 
It is better to share your feelings than to try to 
keep them hidden.  Before sharing you could 
let the other person know that you may 
become emotional, and that if you do, you 
would like them to just listen.  If they know that 
they do not have to fix anything or cheer you 
up, it will make it easier for them, and they will 
appreciate being able to share the time with 
you. 
 
Take care of your body.  Eat balanced meals, 
and try to get enough sleep.  Avoid having too 
much alcohol.  Although people may find that 
alcohol numbs their strong feelings, and takes 
their mind off distressing thoughts, it only does 
so for a short while, and in the longer term 
contributes to a depressed mood. 
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Spend time with people that understand and 
care.  This will allow them to be nurturing and 
supportive, and may give you the opportunity 
to do the same. 
 

It is okay to turn down an invitation to an event 
that you may find stressful and draining.  At 
the same time, do not turn down too many 
invitations as this may leave you feeling 
isolated. Rather, choose to attend the events 
that you feel would be easier, and supportive. 
It is okay to smile and laugh.  Enjoying some 
of the time with family and friends does not 
imply disrespect for your loved one. 
 

Considering my previous comments about the 
continuing connections and bonds with our 
loved ones who have died, I have the following 
suggestions: 
While you cannot avoid a particular date or 
period of time, you don’t need to just wait 
anxiously as it approaches.  Many people find 
that while the time leading up to a specific date 
is filled with intense anxiety, when the day 
itself has arrived it is not as difficult as they 
had feared.  
 

In fact, even a period that is difficult in many 
ways holds unique opportunities in other ways. 
People find that planning something simple to 
remember and give respect to their loved one 
is often helpful.  When this is done together 
with others who share similar feelings it 
becomes a valuable experience for the family 
or group. 
 

One such activity could involve making a 
memory box that includes items that remind 
the family about specific interests and 
characteristics of the deceased.  Over the 
holiday period when extended family get 
together, time can be set aside for family 
members to add something to the box.  
Individual family members may have 
memories of events with your loved one that  
others do not yet know about.  Sharing these 
 memories could facilitate a deeper 
understanding of the person, and what they 
mean to the family.  Writing memories down in 
the form of a story or short note to be added to 
the memory box helps to preserve that 
memory, and allows us to go through the box 
at appropriate times, and retrieve or add  
 

to the memories described.  For example, 
someone may add the note, “I remember when 
our car broke down and Uncle James came to 
help us.”   Photographs and items that have 
special meaning can be added to the box as 
well.  
 

Some people may like to add a letter to the 
deceased acknowledging an aspect of their 
relationship or thanking them for something.   
 

Although their loved one cannot read the letter, 
the act of writing it can be a useful way of 
organising thoughts and feelings.  Someone 
else may compile a list of their loved one’s 
favourite songs, and include some of them on 
a cd. 
 

The memory box started during the holiday 
season can be kept in a safe place, and 
perhaps throughout the year, family members 
can add to it.  At significant times, family 
members may find it valuable to explore what 
has been placed in the box. 
 

Activities described may contribute to 
heightened emotions at first, and family 
members will need to support each other.  If 
someone chooses not to participate, or 
withdraw after the activity has started, this is 
okay.  Offer them support and suggest that 
perhaps they could at a later stage suggest 
another activity that they would prefer.  As 
mentioned earlier, there are times when it is 
appropriate to seek professional advice. 
 

I hope that families will find some of my 
suggestions helpful, and adapt them to suit 
their own circumstances.  Thank you for the 
opportunity to contribute to your newsletter. 

 Sean 
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World View Ripples  
 

I would like to briefly reflect on the International 
Organ Donation Congress recently held in Sydney. 
International conferences are exciting because they 
allow one to see similar problems through different 
eyes and provide transparency, debate and new 
ideas for ‘curly questions’. 
 

Donatelife (Australia) was a major sponsor and 
delegates came from around the world. A focus of 
the donor and their family was seen in a 
presentation from the Chinese who showed a video 
of a donor family who had offered to donate their 
infants’ organs, which deeply touched the 
delegates. The scientific program looked at 
strategies to improve transplantation outcomes as 
well as technical aspects of the donation process. 
Approaches to increase the organ donation rate 
through increasing consent to donation were 
presented and included strategies to educate school 
students, health care professionals and changes to 
public policies. 
 

A number of papers specifically looked at the care 

of donor families including one from Korea which 

found that donor families often suffered depression 

and would benefit from follow-up support. A South 

Australian paper looked at time delays in the organ 

donation process, finding that donation sometimes 

took up to 24 hours to arrange which had 

consequences for the family of the donor. An 

interesting debate looked at the role of Registers in 

recording organ donation decisions. At the 

conclusion a vote was held and delegates were 

asked to vote for or against the use of Registers 

based on information presented in the debate. The 

‘for’ case won. I was disappointed in the quality of 

the arguments, believing them to be simplistic  

because they did not explore the ethical complexity 

of this area or the implications for the families and 

those caring for the deceased.  
 

An important discussion led by a US delegate 
proposed that Register information should be used 
to direct donation decisions. Known as ‘first person 
consent,’ it presumes that if a registration is 
documented by an individual, the family will not be 
asked for their agreement to donate; but rather, the 
discussion will inform the family that their relative 
wanted to donate and steps to enact that decision 
were being undertaken. This is a strategy used in 
some US states.  
 

I briefly presented my research findings which 
identified the central importance of trust for 
bereaved families considering organ donation on 
behalf of their loved one. I identified that hope 
flourishes for families who trust those caring for 
their relative. I discussed that some families use 
deep hope, a hope that stretches beyond the death, 
even when faced with death and the question of 
donation. This tended to occur when families were 
empowered, knowing their loved one was well 
cared for. This finding supported evidence that few 
families over-ride loved ones’ wishes to donate if 
they receive compassionate care and respect. It is 
of interest that almost 6 million Australians have 
registered on the Australian Organ Donor Register, 
a significant indicator of community trust in organ 
donation processes. As a health care professional 
and a witness to the generosity of our community 
who hope to help save and improve lives through 
donation, I believe there is an obligation to ensure 
that the care provided at death is worthy of this 
trust.  
 

Christmas has deep meanings, but for me, I will 

always honour the first donor family I was 

privileged to work with. They taught me the 

meaning of unconditional giving when they 

permitted me to care for their loved one at 

Christmas. Like so many other families, I found 

their courage and generosity remarkable, they 

believed donation was ‘the right thing to do’. My 

warmest wishes for deep peace, joy and hope to 

them, and to all. 

                                                                    

HOLLY’S INSIGHT 
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www.donorfamiliesaustralia.com 
 

Individually we do great things and affect those around us. 
 
Collective we do great things and affect  
 
Individually we do great things and affect those around us. 
 
Collective we do great things and affect a nation 
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There can be more emotional pain felt during the holiday season 
for families affected by road trauma. 
 
Road Trauma Support WA, through the Injury Control Council of 
WA (ICCWA), offers free information, peer support and 
specialised trauma counselling for those living with the 
consequences of serious road crashes. 
 
These services are available to those involved and/or injured, the 
bereaved; their families, carers and friends, those who may have 
caused a trauma, witnesses and emergency service personnel. 

 
Information and support can be accessed in person, via 
telephone or online. Call us on 9420 7262 or 1300 004 814 (toll-
free) or visit www.rtswa.org.au. 
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Graham, David and Elayne at the Transplant Games 2001 

 

Following the death of our 10 year old son in May 1993, 
life became very dark and empty for my wife Elayne, 
daughter Kyla and I.   Going through what seemed like a 
never ending roller coaster of low and high emotions, one 
of the few high’s was that Ben’s donated organs had given 
new life to a middle aged man and a 12 year old girl.   
 

As part of the grieving process we had ongoing thoughts 
of how our recipients were going, had their lives 
improved, was our consent to donate worthwhile and 
finally wondering what they were like as individuals.   The 
hope of gaining some degree of closure in this area during 
this early period kept us looking at the letter box in the 
hope that we would receive a letter from our recipients 
via the Red Cross. 
 

Our wishes were answered when in September 1993, we 
received our first letter from David.  His letter read:  “ 
Dear Donor Family, Firstly I need to say how much I regret 
not being able to either refer to you directly or meet you 
with you to express my true feelings.   Perhaps I could tell 
you a little about myself in order that you may have some 
idea of my background as to the type of person that your 
family has given a new lease on life.  I am a ……. ….They 
seem so little to offer for such a fantastic opportunity but 
when all other words are swept away, only two remain for 
ever – THANK YOU!     David  A humble, grateful and 
healthy recipient.” 
 

It is very hard to express just how we felt at the time of 
reading the letter other than it was very emotional for us 
all, but we were left with an overwhelming feeling of 
wellbeing in having made our decision to donate. 
Just before Christmas 1993, we received a very special  
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Christmas card in the form of a letter from our other 
Recipient Family.  It read:  “……We now, as a family 
would like to take this opportunity to say a very special 
Thankyou to you for helping to save our child’s life.   This 
life saving transplant came just in time.  Now six months 
later our child for the first time ever is able to live a 
normal life.   Thankyou for being very special people to 
make this happen for our child.” 
 

As we all come to realise, life continues on - but for my 
family there was and always will be a big whole in our 
lives where Ben should be.   Spurred on, I became 
heavily involved in organ donor awareness, which 
resulted in Ben’s Gift being published nationally and 
international in the Oct 95 edition of the Readers Digest.   
I was then asked to write a contribution for the Medical 
Journal of Australia on the subject of “Who owns your 
Body”.    
 

The 18 months later an event further changed our lives 
forever.    Elayne received a phone call from a lady who 
was enquiring as to whether we had a son Ben who had 
become an organ donor.   Deep, deep, down this was the 
phone call we had always wished for.   Our David came 
to the phone and I was speaking to Ben’s kidney 
recipient.  Oh what a feeling.   She had found us when 
reading our article from the Medical Journal, while 
waiting at her doctors surgery. 
 

David and I arranged to meet on the Sydney Town Hall 
steps the following day at noon with the only knowledge 
that I would be wearing a black leather jacket and he a 
brown.   Come 12 mid-day with over 200 – 300 people 
milling around the 5 ways intersection, I could see 
David from 50m away.   We met, shook hands and went 
for coffee at the QBE Building.   That first meeting went 
for 90mins, ending with us both hugging each other 
while crying our eyes out. 
 

That proved to be the beginning of one of the most 
memorable relationships we as a family have ever had.  
To meet with David, his wife Margaret and two children 
– Paul and Simone and be accepted into their lives as 
they were into ours has proved exception.   It has 
answered all the question both families were seeking to 
gain final closure.  David to know about Ben and we to 
know about David and his family.    
 

Over the ensuing years our two families would meet 
social once or twice a year and David and I would do 
regular TV, Radio and newspaper articles to help raise 
organ donor awareness.   During this period two 
activities occurred that  I will always remember.   
During the National Transplant Games held in 
Wollongong in 2001. I had the privilege to walk with 
David in the 5km walk and for Elayne and I to present 
David with the gold medal for Snooker at the same 
games. 
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Our relationship was and has always been one of very close friend’s 
and nothing more.  Sadly, all that changed in 2009 when David past 
away, 16 years after receiving both of Ben’s kidneys.   We still keep 
close contact with Margaret and her growing family and when 
together we reflect on our two boys  
 

I need to state that for various reasons, either donor families or 
their recipients may not wish to have the opportunity to meet.   
However, I feel very strongly that the opportunity should exist, if 
both parties are consenting to such a meeting, which could be 
managed  by a designated third party authority.   This issue is still 
left to the powers that be who think they have our best interest at 
heart, but have never involves 
those that have been personally 
involved – the donor families 
and their recipients. 
 
 

Graham Harrison 
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Ben and David 

  destine never to meet 

 

   Ben 1982 – 1993 

. 

    David 1943 - 2009 

 

 now together in  
  spirit forever 

 

                                          

     Dear Donor Family Members 

 

   On behalf of Donor Families Australia, we would like to wish you 

  and your families a very happy Christmas and safe and happy new year. 

  We all have special memories of our  loved ones which seem to magnify 

  at Christmas time as yet another year flies by. 

 

     Donor families can take comfort and pride in knowing that there  

           are other families celebrating the festive season because of our  

  heroes. Please let us know if  you would like to share your loved  

           ones stories in our newsletters for the future and contact us if we  

          can help in any way, we will try out best. 

 

                                Take care and all the best for 2014. 

                                      Donor Families Australia. 

A Warm  
Invitation  

 

We would like to offer you the 
opportunity to connect to an independent support 
and advocacy group Donor Families Australia 

 

 
 

 

their 
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