HOSPICE and palliative CARE

>
DEFINITION  >

A hospice program is a coordinated program of palliative and supportive services provided in both home and inpatient settings for persons in the last phases of incurable disease so that they may live as fully and as comfortably as possible. The program emphasizes the management of pain and other physical symptoms, the management of the psychosocial problems and the spiritual comfort of the patient and the patient's family or significant other. Services are provided by a medically-directed interdisciplinary team of health care providers and volunteers. Bereavement care is available to the family following the death of the patient. Hospice services are available 24 hours a day, seven days a week.

Hospice care generally requires the acknowledgment of the patient, the family and the physician that the illness is terminal, that the primary focus of treatment is on comfort rather than cure, and that aggressive attempts at curative treatment are relinquished.  Palliative care also has the primary objective of comfort, while limited aggressive treatment may be applied across a continuum at the discretion of the patient or surrogate.

>
HISTORY  >

VHA is committed to the provision of compassionate and humane care to the terminally ill veteran and veteran's family.  Hospice and palliative care are now included in the Medical Benefits Package for eligible enrolled veterans. While many aspects of hospice activities have been incorporated into our approach to the care of terminally ill patients in the past, a formally structured hospice program provides an opportunity to focus our efforts in providing compassionate care in a timely and coordinated manner. Hospice and palliative care optimize the comfort and dignity of the patient through the effective management of pain and other symptoms.

All medical centers assure that hospice care is made available to all enrolled veterans who need and select this type of care. A variety of organizational models may be utilized at any particular VA medical center.

Palliative Care Consultation Team

The VA medical center designates a Palliative Care Consultation Team consisting of, at a minimum, a physician, nurse, social worker, chaplain and administrator. The role of the team will be to consult with the patient's primary care team on pain management and other care issues. The team recommends policies and procedures to hospital management; assumes a leadership role in promoting the hospice concepts of care; facilitates communications community hospice agencies, and conducts educational programs for the VA medical center and community staff. The team is expected to maintain expertise in palliative care and in the ethical issues involved in the care of patients approaching the end of life. 
Purchase and Referral of Community-Based Hospice Care
VA offers to provide or purchase hospice care that VA determines an enrolled veteran needs.  VA staff may discuss with veterans their options for hospice care, including Medicare and Medicaid hospice where appropriate and available. For veterans who are dually eligible, the veteran has the choice of payer.
Provision of lnpatient Hospice Care 

VA offers to provide or purchase hospice care that VA determines an enrolled veteran needs, including inpatient hospice care.  When inpatient hospice services become necessary, VA has three options as described in VHA Handbook 1140.3.  
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