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By JOAN F. WRIGHT

Don’t let fear of medical terms prevent you from choosing the best care options
for your loved one.

Know your options is the theme of 2016’s National Hospice and Palliative Care
Month and that theme is actually perfect advice. All too often we hear people
lament that they wish they had known sooner that this choice or that choice was
available to them or their loved ones. For those of us working in home care and
hospice, it both surprises and saddens us.

The truth is, there are so many options for people today to deal with pain,
chronic health issues, and complex diseases and conditions that may, or may not,
get progressively worse. But unfortunately, the medical system may not do the
best at outlining options for people. When dealing with health issues, it’s
imperative that people advocate for their own health choices, or have someone
who can do so on their behalf.

First, knowing what medical terminology actually means is vital to making good
choices. That includes dismissing myths and demystifying false assumptions
associated with terms like palliative care and hospice. Again, all too often people
wait too long to take advantage of services because they misunderstand what
those services actually are and when they can be best accessed.

LIVING WELL: Understanding palliative care vs.
hospice
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Most important: one doesn’t have to wait until their final week or days of life to
choose palliative or hospice care. Yet, that’s precisely what happens for so many.
And sometimes it’s not the patient delaying that choice but instead, the family
who “isn’t ready” to select that option. But is that the best thing to do?

Knowing what palliative care is, how it differs from hospice, and when each
option is best utilized, helps people make informed decisions and choices. So let’s
get right to defining the options available.

Palliative care offers pain and symptom management. It is not dependent on a
prognosis and is an option at any point of a serious illness. People elect palliative
care for conditions such as COPD (chronic obstructive pulmonary disease), heart
diseases like CHF (chronic heart failure), neurologic diseases, kidney or liver
disease, or cancer. Palliative can help with shortness of breath, fatigue, pain, loss
of appetite, nausea, and other symptoms that interfere with one’s quality of life.
And, patients can continue treatment and curative therapies while opting for
palliative care services.

The focus for palliative care is to improve and enhance the patient’s quality of
life. A multi-disciplinary team of clinicians offer physical, emotional and spiritual
support and help people understand their disease’s process. Additionally, family
and caregivers receive support and education to help offset the stressors of
dealing with serious illness.

Hospice care is typically for patients with a terminal disease and a probable
prognosis of six months or less. Yet, many have lived far beyond the six month
mark while in hospice and some have even “graduated” from care. The phrase
“end of life care” may cause people to shy away from hospice or delay opting for
it until the last moments. Some may see choosing hospice as “throwing in the
towel” or giving up hope. But hospice is far from that. Its goal is to provide the
best quality of life for as long as possible. A holistic form of comfort care, hospice
also focuses on the physical, emotional and spiritual well-being of the patient, as
well as provides a supportive network for that person’s family and loved ones.
The objective is to fulfill the wishes of the patient while managing pain and
symptoms with quality and expert medical care.

Far from giving up or throwing in the towel, both palliative care and hospice
give people options for maintaining control of their lives and how they live.
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Living Well is a monthly column provided by Joan F. Wright on behalf of the
NVNA & Hospice. Wright is a Certified Dementia Practitioner with NVNA and
Hospice, a non-profit home healthcare and hospice agency serving over 25
communities on the South Shore from Milton to Plymouth. For information call
781-659-2342 or visit www.nvna.org.
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