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Our medical system is very adept at treating serious illness such as cancer or progressive heart or lung disease. Sometimes a health provider's focus on treating disease takes away from actually caring for the patient's symptoms. Illness causes discomfort, and sometimes the treatment of illness adds to that discomfort. What can be done about this?
Fortunately, the specialty of palliative care focuses on keeping a patient well while their disease is being treated. Palliative care doctors treat all the “discomforts” of diseases and treatments such as pain, nausea, and decreased appetite. This focus on improving your quality of life throughout your illness results in more enjoyable time with family, better strength to deal with treatment, and improved focus to take care of important logistics of regular life.
What is the difference between palliative care and hospice? Both provide essentially the same type of care by the same doctors, but there is are important distinctions:
· Palliative care can be started and stopped at any time for any serious illness and does not require you to stop potentially curative treatment of your disease.
· Hospice is started once it is determined you are terminally ill and have less than a six month life expectancy. Most hospice care requires that you stop any potentially curative treatments and that you accept you are terminally ill and will die of your disease.
Patients who receive early palliative care have improved quality of life throughout their illness and potentially improved life expectancy, probably as a result of reduced pain and better tolerance of treatment. Additionally, if curative care is no longer working, they receive the benefit of hospice services much earlier in the disease progression. This often results in the decrease of unnecessary and expensive treatment late in the disease process which lowers cost of care for your family and the health care system in general.
Since the use of palliative care for serious illness is a relatively recent concept, some physicians treating serious illness do not consider involving a palliative care doctor. If you are diagnosed with a serious illness, and especially if you are suffering discomfort from the illness or treatment, ask your doctor to involve a palliative care specialist early.

