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Introduction
Palliative care is a profound reminder of one of medicine’s core missions: to alleviate suffering and 

enhance the quality of life.

For healthcare providers, navigating the complexities of chronic, progressive, and life-limiting 

conditions requires a nuanced approach that extends beyond standard treatment protocols. Pal-

liative care is about understanding the intricate physical, emotional, and spiritual dimensions of 

people receiving care, fostering comfort, dignity, and respect.

This resource is designed to serve as a practical guide for healthcare professionals committed to 

providing comprehensive, compassionate care. In the following pages, we will answer common 

questions about palliative care and its relationship to the vital work of healthcare providers.

What is palliative care?
Palliative care is specialized  

medical care focused on providing 

relief from the symptoms, pain, 

and stress of a serious illness,  

regardless of the diagnosis or 

stage of the disease. 

Its goal is to improve the quality  

of life for both the patient and 

their family. Palliative care is  

holistic, addressing not just  

physical symptoms but also emo-

tional, social, and spiritual needs.

Symptom management of pain, nausea, fatigue, 

breathlessness, and sleep problems, and more.

Emotional and psychological support to 

help patients and families cope with the 

emotional aspects of a serious illness.

Guidance and support in understanding 

treatment options and making complex  

decisions about care.

Team-based approach, including doctors, 

nurses, social workers, and chaplains, who 

work together to provide comprehensive care.

Can be provided alongside curative  
treatments at any stage of an illness.
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Why should healthcare providers care about palliative care?
Palliative care plays a crucial role in delivering holistic, patient-centered care, 

improving outcomes for patients, families, and the healthcare system as a whole. 

Here are several key reasons why:

Improved Patient Care
Palliative care emphasizes treating the patient as a whole, considering physical, 

emotional, social, and spiritual needs. This comprehensive approach can help 

healthcare providers address the complex needs of patients with serious illnesses 

more effectively, leading to better patient outcomes and satisfaction.

By focusing on symptom relief, palliative care allows healthcare providers to  

improve their patients’ quality of life. This improvement can result in patients 

experiencing less pain, anxiety, and distress, which can reflect positively on the 

provider’s effectiveness in managing complex cases.

Reduction of Burnout and Compassion Fatigue
Palliative care involves a multidisciplinary team approach, including doctors,  

nurses, social workers, chaplains, and other specialists. Sharing the responsibili-

ties of care with a team can reduce the emotional and physical strain on individual 

healthcare providers, decreasing the risk of burnout.

Providers working in palliative care settings also receive emotional support from 

their colleagues and can engage in regular discussions about the challenges of 

caring for seriously ill patients. This team support can help healthcare professionals 

process their experiences and cope with the emotional aspects of their work.

Better Patient-Provider Communication
Palliative care teams are skilled in discussing difficult topics such as  

prognosis, treatment options, and end-of-life care. This helps healthcare 

providers facilitate honest and empathetic conversations with patients and 

families, ensuring that care aligns with the patient’s values and preferences.

Involving patients and families in care planning also helps healthcare  

providers foster a shared decision-making process, which often leads to 

greater patient satisfaction and a sense of empowerment.
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Increased Professional Satisfaction
Palliative care allows healthcare providers to build deeper, more meaningful relation-

ships with patients and families. The ability to offer comfort and support during chal-

lenging times can be profoundly rewarding and lead to greater job satisfaction.

Many healthcare providers enter the field to make a positive impact on patients’ lives. 

Palliative care aligns with this goal by focusing on alleviating suffering and improving 

quality of life, giving providers a strong sense of purpose and fulfillment in their work.

Enhanced Skill Set for Providers
Providers working with palliative care teams gain valuable skills in managing complex 

symptoms, such as pain, nausea, fatigue, and breathlessness. These skills are useful 

not only in palliative care but also in managing a broad range of medical conditions.

In addition, providers develop advanced communication skills, including how to have 

sensitive conversations about prognosis, treatment preferences, and end-of-life care. 

This training can improve interactions with patients across all areas of medicine.

Reduced Moral Distress
Palliative care helps ensure that medical interventions align with the patient’s values 

and goals, reducing situations where providers might feel they are administering 

treatments that are not in the patient’s best interest. This alignment can mitigate the 

moral distress that healthcare professionals sometimes experience when they believe 

aggressive treatments are causing more harm than benefit.

Improved Coordination of Care
Palliative care teams help coordinate treatment plans, ensuring that all aspects 

of a patient’s care are aligned. This coordination can make it easier for healthcare 

providers to manage complex cases, reducing the burden of navigating fragment-

ed healthcare systems.

By addressing symptoms effectively and discussing patients’ goals of care, palli-

ative care can help healthcare providers avoid unnecessary tests, procedures, or 

hospitalizations. This not only benefits the patient but also optimizes the use of 

healthcare resources.
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Enhanced Patient Outcomes and Satisfaction
When patients receive palliative care, they often experience better symptom control, 

improved quality of life, and increased satisfaction with their healthcare. This positive 

feedback can boost healthcare providers’ morale and reinforce the value of their work.

Support with Complex Decision-Making
Palliative care teams offer support to other healthcare providers when facing  

challenging decisions, such as the appropriateness of certain interventions or  

end-of-life care options. This guidance can alleviate the pressure on providers,  

helping them navigate complex situations with more confidence.

More Efficient Use of Healthcare Resources
By focusing on symptom management, reducing hospital readmissions, and avoiding 

unnecessary treatments, palliative care can contribute to more cost-effective use of 

healthcare resources. This efficiency can reduce the administrative and clinical burdens 

on healthcare providers, allowing them to focus more on patient-centered care.

Incorporating palliative care into healthcare practices not only improves patient out-

comes but also enhances the well-being and job satisfaction of healthcare providers, 

fostering a more sustainable and compassionate approach to patient care.

Addresses a Growing Demand
As populations age and the prevalence of chronic and life-limiting illnesses increases, 

the demand for palliative care is rising. Healthcare providers need to be equipped to 

meet this growing need, ensuring that patients receive appropriate support throughout 

their illness trajectory.
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What’s the difference between palliative care and hospice?
Palliative care and hospice are both approaches that focus on providing comfort 

and support to patients with serious illnesses, but they differ in terms of the tim-

ing, goals, and scope of care. 
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Timing of Care

Goals of Care

Eligibility

Palliative Care: Can be provided at any stage of a serious 

illness, from the time of diagnosis onward. It can be offered 

alongside curative or life-prolonging treatments, such as  

chemotherapy, radiation, or surgery.

Palliative Care: Aims to improve quality of life by alleviating symptoms, managing pain, and 

addressing emotional, social, and spiritual needs. It works alongside curative or life-prolong-

ing treatments to support patients and families throughout the illness trajectory.

Palliative Care: Specific palliative care programs may have individual eligibility requirements, 

but in general, palliative care is available to any patient with a serious illness, regardless of 

the illness stage or prognosis. Patients can receive palliative care while still undergoing active 

treatments aimed at curing or controlling their disease.

Hospice Care: Specifically designed for patients who are 

in the final stages of a terminal illness, typically when life 

expectancy is six months or less, and curative treatment 

is no longer the goal.

Hospice Care: Focuses on providing comfort and dignity at the end of life. It involves managing  

symptoms and pain without pursuing aggressive curative treatments, emphasizing emotional  

support and guidance for both the patient and their family during the dying process.

Hospice Care: To qualify for hospice care, a patient usually needs a physician’s certification that 

they have a life expectancy of six months or less if the disease follows its normal course. The  

patient must also typically forgo curative treatments, focusing solely on comfort care.
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Location of Care

Coverage and Payment

Multidisciplinary Approach

Palliative Care: Can be provided in various settings, including hospitals, outpatient clinics, 

long-term care facilities, and even at home. It is delivered by a team of healthcare  

professionals working collaboratively with the patient’s existing healthcare providers.

Palliative Care: Coverage depends on the patient’s health insurance plan. Most private in-

surance plans, Medicare, and Medicaid offer some level of coverage, especially for symptom 

management and counseling, but patients may still incur out-of-pocket expenses.

Palliative Care: Involves a team of healthcare professionals, including doctors, nurses, social 

workers, nutritionists, and chaplains. The care team works with the patient’s existing doctors 

to provide an extra layer of support.

Hospice Care: Most often provided in the patient’s home, but it can also be offered in hospice 

centers, nursing homes, or hospitals. The focus is on creating a comfortable environment, often 

outside of the traditional hospital setting.

Hospice Care: Typically fully covered by Medicare, Medicaid, and most private insurance plans. ? 

Coverage usually includes medications, equipment, and support services related to the terminal illness.

Hospice Care: Also involves a multidisciplinary team, including hospice nurses, doctors, home 

health aides, therapists, social workers, spiritual counselors, and trained volunteers, with a strong 

emphasis on supporting both the patient and their family during the end-of-life journey.
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What are some common misconceptions 
about palliative care?
There are several common misconceptions about palliative care that can lead to 

misunderstandings about its purpose, timing, and benefits. Here are some of the 

most prevalent ones:
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Palliative Care is Only for End-of-Life

Choosing Palliative Care Means Giving Up on Treatment

Palliative Care is Only for Cancer Patients

Palliative Care Hastens Death

Palliative Care is Only for Physical Symptoms

Palliative Care is the Same as Hospice

Palliative care can be provided at any stage of a serious illness, from diagnosis  
onward. It is not limited to end-of-life care and can be used alongside curative or 
life-prolonging treatments to improve the patient’s quality of life.

Palliative care is not about giving up. It focuses on symptom management and improving 
quality of life, regardless of the stage of the illness. Patients can receive palliative care 
while actively pursuing treatments aimed at curing or controlling their disease.

Palliative care is for anyone with a serious, chronic, or life-limiting illness, including 
heart failure, chronic obstructive pulmonary disease (COPD), kidney disease,  
neurological conditions like Parkinson’s or ALS, and many others.

Palliative care does not hasten death. Instead, it aims to alleviate symptoms and provide  
comfort, improving the patient’s quality of life. Research has shown that palliative care can 
sometimes help patients live longer by effectively managing symptoms and reducing stress.

While symptom management is a crucial component, palliative care also addresses emotional, 
psychological, social, and spiritual concerns. It supports patients and their families in coping 
with the stress of illness, helping them navigate complex healthcare decisions, and providing 
counseling and spiritual support.

While both focus on comfort and quality of life, they are distinct. Hospice care is a type of 

palliative care specifically for patients in the final stages of life, typically when life expec-

tancy is six months or less. Palliative care, on the other hand, can be provided at any time 

during an illness and in conjunction with curative treatments.
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Palliative Care is Only for Older Adults

Palliative Care is Expensive and Not Covered by Insurance

Patients Must Be in a Hospital to Receive Palliative Care

Palliative care is appropriate for patients of all ages, including children and young adults, who 

are facing a serious illness. It is tailored to each individual’s needs, regardless of age.

Many aspects of palliative care are covered by private insurance, Medicare, and Medicaid, 

including consultations, symptom management, and coordination of care. While there may be 

some costs involved, the focus on symptom relief and avoiding unnecessary hospitalizations 

can potentially reduce overall healthcare expenses.

Palliative care can be provided in a variety of settings, including hospitals, outpatient clinics, 

long-term care facilities, and patients’ homes. The goal is to provide care wherever the patient 

feels most comfortable.
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Refer your  
patients to By  
the Bay Health
We’re here to help you and your patients 

navigate the complexities of chronic,  

progressive, and life-limiting conditions.

If you have any additional questions about palliative  
care or By the Bay Health in general, please reach out to us.
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https://bythebayhealth.org/contact-us/

