VA Western New York Healthcare System

No One Dies Alone

Volunteer Program

“No one should die alone…. Each human should die with the site of a loving face”

-Mother Teresa of Calcutta

What is it?

No one is born alone and, in the best of circumstances, no one dies alone. Yet, from time to time, terminally ill patients come to the hospital who have neither family nor close friends to be with them as they near the end of life. 

No One Dies Alone is a volunteer program that provides the reassuring presence of a volunteer companion to dying patients who would otherwise be alone. With the support of the nursing staff, companions are able to help provide patients with a most valuable human gift: a dignified death.

No One Dies Alone was first envisioned in 1988 by Sandra Clarke, a critical care nurse at Sacred Heart Medical Center in Eugene, Oregon. The lonely death of one particularly elderly patient led Sandra to the idea of a volunteer companion program for hospital patients who would otherwise die alone. Some 14 years later, with the support of hospital administrators, Sandra teamed up with others throughout Sacred Heart to bring No One Dies Alone into being. The program has won several awards and has inspired hospitals around the U.S. and beyond to create similar programs. We thank Sandra for her vision, compassion and commitment. 

Who May Help? 
All VA employees and volunteers are invited to participate in No One Dies Alone. 

Companions may sign up to be available during one or more weeks of their choosing. Some volunteers choose to serve on the anniversary of the death of a loved one. Other simply choose a week or weeks that are convenient for them. To provide 24-hour coverage, a team of volunteers will be on call each week, ready to serve at the bedside. 

How to Help
No nursing skill is necessary. Companions should be willing to hold the hand of the patient, play music, read to the patient, fluff pillows, and assist in comfort care measures as requested by the patient or directed by the nurse. Even nurses who volunteer for No One Dies Alone will not provide actual nursing care during the vigil, but will assist only as companion.

Companion supply bags containing meal tickets, music, journals, stationery, and other helpful items, are available for volunteers to pick up from each patient unit. 

Getting Started

To sign up, please contact Kelly Clark at the Volunteer Program Office in room 304B. You will be given information on how to join the team of available volunteers. All companions must first participate in a two-part orientation session where they will learn the simple art of being compassionately present at the bedside of a dying person. 

Once the nursing staff has identified a patient in need of an end-of-life companion, they will contact Deborah Medakovich, Monday-Friday 8:00 AM – 4: 30 PM. On week-ends and off-tours, the nursing supervisors can be contacted. A phone coordinator will check the database to activate that week’s volunteer team. 

Contact Information

Deborah Medakovich, RN, MSN

Palliative Care Coordinator

Pager 460-0656

Kelly Clark/Mark Francis

Volunteer Coordinators

(716) 862-8671

