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Introduction
When a serious illness touches our lives or the lives of those we love, it brings uncertainty, fear, and 
difficult decisions. Yet within that uncertainty lies an opportunity for deeper connection, meaningful 
conversations, and comfort that goes beyond physical relief.

Palliative care is at the heart of that opportunity. It’s more than just medical support—it’s a profound 
commitment to comfort, dignity, and compassion during life’s most delicate moments.

This eBook was created to help you understand palliative care—what it is, how it works, and why it 
can be a vital source of strength for families navigating serious illness.

What is palliative care?

What are the benefits of palliative care?

How does palliative care work?

When should I consider palliative care?

In the following pages, we will be answering these questions:
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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. The primary goal is to improve the quality of life for both the 
patient and their family.

It can be provided alongside curative treatments, meaning patients do not need 

to stop other treatments to receive palliative care.

Symptom Management:
Relief from pain, shortness of breath, fatigue, constipation, nausea, loss of 

appetite, and difficulty sleeping.

Emotional and Psychological Support:
Counseling and support for emotional distress, anxiety, or depression.

Spiritual Care:
Addressing spiritual needs and concerns, respecting cultural and personal beliefs.

Coordination of Care:
Collaborating with other healthcare providers to ensure seamless care.

Family Support:
Guidance and counseling for family members coping with the patient’s illness.

Key components of palliative care include:

1
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While palliative care has its roots going back to the 1950s, it wasn’t officially defined until the 1970s. 

Since then, it has grown in acceptance and familiarity, but there continue to be some misconceptions 

about it to this day, including:

Palliative care is only for end-of-life:
This is untrue. Palliative care is suitable at any stage of a serious illness.

1

You must stop other treatments to receive palliative care:
In reality, palliative care can be given alongside treatments aimed at curing or 

controlling a serious illness.
2

Palliative care is the same as hospice care:
While all hospice is palliative care, not all palliative care is hospice. Hospice care is 

specifically for the end-of-life stage, whereas palliative care can begin at diagnosis.
3

Accepting palliative care means giving up:
Choosing palliative care is about enhancing comfort and quality of life, not giving 

up hope.
4
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What are the benefits of palliative care?
Palliative care offers numerous benefits for patients, focusing on enhancing 

comfort and overall well-being.

2

One of the primary advantages is symptom relief, where pain, fatigue, nausea, and other distressing 
symptoms are effectively managed. This targeted care leads to an improved quality of life, as it 
addresses not only physical discomfort but also emotional and spiritual needs, allowing patients to 
live more comfortably. 

Additionally, palliative care ensures that patients have a better understanding of their treatment 
options, providing clear and comprehensive information about their condition and available care 
plans. This transparency fosters empowerment in decision-making, enabling patients to actively 
participate in developing care strategies that align with their personal values and preferences.

Families of patients receiving palliative care also experience significant support. They benefit from 
emotional support through counseling and other services designed to help them cope with the 
challenges of caregiving and emotional strain. And palliative care teams offer caregiver guidance, 
providing education and hands-on assistance with caregiving tasks, which helps families feel more 
confident in their roles.

Finally, palliative care promotes improved communication by facilitating meaningful 
conversations about care goals, patient wishes, and treatment preferences. As a 
result, families often feel reduced stress knowing that expert healthcare providers are 
managing their loved one’s care, easing their burden, and allowing them to focus on 
spending quality time together.
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A key component is comprehensive symptom management, which involves alleviating 
pain, fatigue, nausea, shortness of breath, and other distressing symptoms. It also 
includes psychological support to help patients cope with anxiety, depression, and 
emotional stress.

An interdisciplinary team—typically consisting of doctors, nurses, social workers, 
chaplains, and other specialists—works collaboratively with the patient’s existing 
healthcare providers to deliver holistic care.

This care team offers family members and caregivers counseling, guidance, and respite 
to help manage the emotional and physical demands of caregiving. They also provide 
education about the patient’s condition and support families in making complex 
healthcare decisions.

Palliative care can be delivered in various settings, including hospitals, outpatient clinics, 
nursing homes, or in the comfort of the patient’s home, ensuring that care aligns with 
the patient’s living situation and personal preferences.

bythebayhealth.org  |  6

How does palliative care work?
Because palliative care is focused on providing relief from the symptoms, pain, 

and emotional stress associated with serious illness, it is highly personalized to 

the individual needs and goals of the patient.

3
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When should I consider palliative care?

Deciding when to explore palliative care can be difficult, but it’s often helpful to 
start the conversation early. 

If you or a loved one has been diagnosed with a serious illness—like cancer, heart 
disease, COPD, or advanced dementia—palliative care can provide support right 
from the start.

4

One clear sign that palliative care might be helpful is when symptoms like 
pain, fatigue, or shortness of breath become hard to manage. These issues 
can take a toll not just physically but emotionally as well. Palliative care teams 
specialize in easing these symptoms and offering emotional support, which can 
be incredibly reassuring for both patients and families.

Frequent hospital visits or emergency room trips may also signal that more 
comprehensive care is needed. If treatments aren’t controlling the illness and 
health seems to be declining, palliative care can help shift the focus toward 
comfort and quality of life.

Caregivers often feel overwhelmed, too. If family members are feeling burned 
out or unsure about how to provide the best care, palliative care can step in to 
offer guidance, resources, and relief. It’s also a great support when navigating 
difficult medical decisions or making plans for future care.

Ultimately, palliative care is about making life a little easier during a challenging 
time. Whether managing symptoms, providing emotional support, or helping 
with tough choices, it’s there to help patients and families feel more in control 
and cared for.
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Contact us for more information
We hope this resource has deepened your understanding of palliative care principles 
and highlighted the crucial role you play in addressing the multifaceted needs of 
patients and their families.

If you have any additional questions about palliative 
care or By the Bay Health and our services, 
please reach out to us.

By the Bay’s approach to palliative care

“One of the best parts of working with By the Bay Health on providing 
palliative care is knowing in our hearts that we’re making a referral to a 
really high quality organization that has expertise and is going to 
provide excellent care.”

— Dr. Steven Pantilat, UCSF Division on Palliative Medicine

Our care team includes doctors, nurses, social workers, chaplains, and trained volunteers who work 
together to address every aspect of care. This multidisciplinary approach ensures that patients 
receive holistic care that honors their physical, emotional, and spiritual needs.

We collaborate closely with patients and their existing healthcare providers to develop individualized 
care plans. These plans are flexible and evolve with the patient’s changing needs.

We offer palliative care in various settings, including in the comfort of the patient’s home and long-
term care facilities. Our goal is to provide seamless care wherever the patient feels most comfortable.

At By the Bay Health, we provide comprehensive palliative care services designed to support 
patients and their families through every stage of serious illness.

https://url.avanan.click/v2/___https://bythebayhealth.org/contact-us/___.YXAzOmFibjphOmc6MjgzNDUwZmRlZWU5NzIzOWJkMzVhYWJmMzE5ZDM3ZWM6Njo4MDI5OjJmZmEyNWFhZDljMzNlOTY3ZThlZWEwYmQ5N2Q3MTkxM2U4OWFkNzhhMzAwYTgzOWZjYzRkODAwYTM0YjcyYzA6cDpUOk4

