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What is Palliative Care?

Palliative care is a specialized approach to the
treatment of patients with a serious or life-
threatening illness. Palliative care focuses on
pain, symptom and stress management of the
serious illness.

Care team members can include physicians,
nurses, social workers, spiritual care providers
and others. Patients can continue to receive
aggressive and curative kinds of treatment like
chemotherapy, radiation, dialysis and surgery
while receiving palliative care. Palliative care
can be provided to patients of any age and at
any stage of their illness.

When Should Palliative Care Begin?

Palliative care can begin whenever you and
your doctor believe it can help. Ideally,
palliative care should be available from the
time of diagnosis and last throughout the
course of the illness. Recent research indicates
that early involvement with palliative care may
actually help individuals who are dealing with
serious medical issues live longer.

You may have already talked with your family or friends about what you’d prefer at the end of life. But for
many of us, it’s a topic that is often scary and confusing. While previous SAGE Pages have tackled topics
that had a lighter touch, today we’ll focus on palliative care and hospice care. So, let’s jump right in.

What Are Some of the Services of Palliative
Care?

In addition to pain and symptom management,
the team can provide care coordination which
may include navigating treatment options and
referrals to community resources. They can
also help individual’s complete insurance
forms and advance directives so family
members and physicians are aware of the kind
of care you would like to receive.

Where Do Patients Receive Palliative Care?

Palliative care can be received in any setting.
Many patients begin receiving palliative care
while in the hospital. Others receive palliative
care in their home, a community clinic, a
cancer center, while in rehab or a skilled
nursing facility, assisted living facilities and
group homes.

Will My Insurance Cover Palliative Care?

Most insurers and health care plans will cover
the medical portions -- physician and nurse
services of palliative care. Some insurers may
even cover social work. Unlike the
comprehensive hospice benefit, there is no
comprehensive palliative care benefit. Your
palliative care provider will help you answer
this question. You can also check with your
insurance company.

The source for much of this information is from the
National Hospice and Palliative Care
Organization at https://www.nhpco.org/patients-and-
caregivers/about-palliative-care/ This site includes
easy to understand, fact-based information for
patients and caregivers (and health care providers).
For additional information contact the Milwaukee
Aging and Disability Resource Center at 414-289-
6259 to speak with a dementia care specialist, email
them at dcs@milwaukeecountywi.gov.or find them on
the web at https://county.milwaukee.gov/EN/
Department-on-Aging
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And, because this is often the case, many individuals and their families put off talking about hospice
care. Studies show that, if given a choice, most people would prefer to die in their own homes,
however, that’s not always possible. And, while some families choose hospice care only for the last
few days of life, they later wish they had more time to say goodbye to their loved one.

To make sure your family understands your wishes, it’s important for anyone with a life-limiting
illness to learn all they can about hospice care and its benefits and talk about their feelings with
loved ones before a medical crisis happens.

When a Cure is No Longer Possible

Hospice care is provided by an interdisciplinary
team that is led by a physician and includes a
team of nurses, social workers, chaplains, hospice
aides, therapy disciplines and volunteers. They
work together focusing on the dying patient’s
needs whether physical, emotional, or
spiritual. The goal is to help keep the patient as
pain-free as possible, with loved ones nearby. To
qualify for hospice care, a hospice doctor and your
doctor (if you have one) must certify that you’re
terminally ill, meaning you have a life expectancy
of 6 months or less.

This information is from the National Hospice and Palliative Care, Medicare and the Kenosha County ADRC websites.

What Happens Next?

Once a hospice provider is chosen your
doctor will make a referral to that
agency. Usually, care is ready to begin
within a day or two of a physician’s
referral and after the
hospice nurse visits the
patient/family to make
sure they meet the hospice
guidelines. The nurse will review
the services offered by the agency
and will make sure the consent forms
are signed.

Who Pays for Hospice Care?

The Medicare Hospice Benefit covers
end-of-life services related to a patient’s
terminal diagnosis in whatever setting the
patient calls home. Medicare and Medicaid
will pay all related costs associated with the
care that are related to the terminal
prognosis. Other services, medications and
or equipment may not be included under
the Medicare/ Medicaid Hospice benefits.

Coverage generally includes all items and
services needed for pain relief and
symptom management, medical, nursing,
and social services, drugs for pain
management, aide and homemaker
services as well as spiritual and grief
counseling for you and your family. For
those not eligible for Medicare or
Medicaid, most private insurances have a
hospice benefit. Please contact your
insurance provider to find out more about
their hospice benefit.

Choosing a Hospice Provider

It’s important to select a hospice provider
who listens to the wishes of the patient.
And, one that puts the patient in control of
making choices about their care. While all
Medicare-approved hospice providers
must offer the same basic care, they can
differ in the quality of their services and
the services they offer. You may want to
interview several hospice providers
before making this decision.

You can find a list of questions to help you choose
a hospice provider at the National Hospice and
Palliative Care Organization website at https://
www.nhpco.org/patients-and-caregivers/ Or you
can call their help line at 1-800-568-8898.
You may also find the Medicare.gov website
helpful at https://www.medicare.gov/care-
compare/
You can also call Medicare at 1-800-633-4227.
Another way to learn about hospice providers is
to talk with your doctor.


