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Hospice care and nutrition
Martha De La O Compian
Hospice Vaughan, Canada

Palliative care is about achieving the best quality of 
life until the end of life. Each person’s, experience 

of illness, goals of care and approach are unique. Many 
factors influence the decision to withhold treatment. 
These discussions and agreements are required between 
the patient, and health care providers. If patients are not 
able to participate in these discussions, family members 
or substitute decision makers are involved on their behalf.

Understanding the needs of patients while receiving 
hospice palliative care is important; particularly during 
the early stages of it, nutrition support can give residents 
energy they need and also reduce the risk of opportunistic 
infections, thereby improving quality of life. Nutritional 
goals should reflect the other goals of treatment and 
should be made along with the patient and family.

Towards end-of-life people often experience decreased 
appetite/intake of both food and fluid, weight loss inability 
to swallow. These are a natural part of the dying process. 
Comfort means safely providing the person with what 
they want, when they want it. Encouraging fluids during 
the dying phase does not usually improve function or 
change the outcome. If the patient is unable to eat solids, 
nutritional supplements may be helpful. i.e. boost or 
ensure. It is important to educate family members about 
the changes that are happening in the body of their love 
one as the disease progresses. The need for food or fluids 
becomes less crucial than managing symptoms.

In an study conducted, patients reported appreciation at 
not being harassed to eat, and family members felt the 
care respected the autonomy of their relative and the 
patient’s diet prevented the patient from having to suffer 
such symptoms as nausea and vomiting that can occur 
when the body cannot handle food. 

Family members who adopted a ‘letting nature take its 
course’ approach to nutritional care believed that declining 
intake of food and fluid was a normal care at the end of 
a terminal illness. Interventions designed to augment 
nutrition or hydration where futile in altering the outcome 
of the patient’s illness trajectory. Rather that focus their 
energies engaging on strategies designed to increase 
food intake, family member engaged in a repertoire of 
behaviors that consisted of finding other ways to care, 
such as participating in the patient’s physical care, being 
present, and protecting the patient from family members 
who were aggressively trying to get the patient eat. 

Family members look to health care providers; for 
information and support in dealing with a family member’s 
illness. The findings from this study provided members of 
the health care team with some specific, non-food oriented 
strategies they can share with families that may diminish 
family members’ sense of haplessness, and are welcomed 
by the patient since they honor the patients’ autonomy.
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