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INTRODUCTION TO THE BEACON COMFORT CARE ORDER SET  

Purpose of the Comfort Care Order Set 

The Comfort Care Order Set (CCOS) was developed as a decision support tool to improve the 

processes of end-of-life care for veterans dying in either the acute care wards or nursing home 

units (Community Living Centers (CLC)) of VA Medical Centers. Annually, in the United 

States, approximately 3 out of 4 deaths occur in institutional settings, with close to 50% of all 

deaths taking place in acute care hospitals and nearly 25% occurring in nursing homes. Although 

hospice is widely available, each year the number of home hospice deaths remains a minority, 

and it is unlikely that this will change in the foreseeable future.  Therefore, it is important to 

optimize the provision of end-of-life care in acute and long-term institutional settings where the 

majority of deaths occur.  

Research has demonstrated that end-of-life care in acute care and nursing home settings often is 

associated with unmet needs for pain and non-pain symptom control and assistance with social, 

emotional, and spiritual distress of both the patient and family. In addition to inadequate 

symptom recognition and management, iatrogenic suffering frequently results from routine 

medical care, such as IV infusions, blood work, testing, and monitoring that no longer benefits 

the dying patient. The CCOS has been carefully devised, based on best practices of care for the 

dying in home hospice.  

The CCOS guides clinicians in changing the processes of end-of-life care and ensuring access to 

medications for symptom control. This is coupled with changes in all aspects of nursing and 

personal care.  Appropriate disease managing therapies can be continued, while at the same time 

reducing restrictions and avoiding testing and treatments, when the burdens of these procedures 

outweigh the benefits. In this way, adopting the CCOS can enhance both the quality and quantity 

of life for our patients by individualizing care plans that take advantage of the resources of 

institutional care. 

Evaluation of the Comfort Care Order Set 

The CCOS has been evaluated extensively. First, the components of the CCOS were compared 

with the practices and recommendations for provision of care for the dying patient in home 

settings. Second, each intervention component was evaluated individually for effectiveness, 

safety and application for individual physical symptoms.  

The CCOS was tested for practical application at the Birmingham VAMC by evaluating its 

impact on processes of care for patients who died before and after implementation of the CCOS. 

Positive results included a marked increase in the number of patients for whom an opioid was 

ordered, as well as an increase in the number of veterans who received some opioids in the last 

72 hours of life (from 13-72%).  Effects on non-pharmacological processes included increases in 

documented goals of care and family presence at time of death, as well as reduction of deaths in 



the ICU and reduced use of instrumentation. The practical application of the CCOS was also 

evaluated by observing medical providers using it. Modifications were made to improve ease of 

use and to encourage integration of the entire packet of the CCOS into care plans. 

Review and observation of the end-of-life care provided by nurses, pharmacists, respiratory 

therapists, dieticians, and all other providers in the hospital revealed how they interpreted the 

CCOS in relation to their roles. Input from front-line providers identified barriers and concerns 

that were subsequently addressed through modifications, deletions, and additions to the CCOS. 

This work highlighted the importance not only of changing orders for processes of care, but also 

changing the culture of the facility. Educating and nurturing buy-in from the medical providers 

who order the CCOS, as well as those who implement the orders, is essential to ensuring that 

excellent end-of-life care is the institutional norm. 

As of the end of 2013, the CCOS system was installed and tested at more than 20 VA Medical 

Centers.   

Practical Application 

 The CCOS is a decision support tool with education and explanatory notes within each 

section to facilitate utilization. This includes guidance to consider the burdens and benefits of 

all interventions and orders, including both those in the CCOS and those already in place.  

 The CCOS can be used by any clinician with the authority to write orders. Expertise in 

Palliative Medicine is not required.  

 The CCOS can be used to plan care in any location within the medical center. 

 The CCOS may be used to initiate symptom control for a consult while the patient remains 

on the current service. In this situation the CCOS serves as a tool for educating non-palliative 

care providers about symptom management.  

 Clinicians may use all or part of the CCOS. They may wish to use only one section, such as 

the guidelines for treating delirium, to provide timely relief for patients in the ICU or some 

other setting.  

 Some non-palliative care providers may decide to use parts of the CCOS to assist them with 

setting up a symptom control care plan independent of the Palliative Care specialist and/or 

before the Palliative Care team can see the patient in consultation.  

 Palliative Care providers often use the CCOS to admit or transfer patients to their 

Hospice/Palliative Care service.  

 Providers may open the CCOS to initiate some components, and return to the CCOS at a later 

time to refine the plan. 



 The CCOS does not require the modification or discontinuation of disease modifying orders 

or treatments (such as change in resuscitation status to DNAR). To complement or 

supplement the current treatment plan, the CCOS can be layered onto existing disease 

modifying orders so the overall care plan aligns with the patient's goals of care.  

 It is good practice to review all medications and orders on a regular basis to update orders 

and reconcile care plans with evolving goals of care.   

The Importance of Providing Education  

It is important to have an education plan for clinicians who will be using the CCOS to place 

orders and for other team members who routinely carry out care plans.  

Clinicians who will be using the CCOS to write orders need to understand where the order set is 

located and how to navigate the system to place orders. There may be a small core of clinicians 

who will use the order set routinely. These clinicians may be members of a Palliative Care team 

or work on a specific hospice or palliative care unit. Often, they can become educators.  

Other clinicians may use the CCOS infrequently and/or with the assistance and guidance of the 

Palliative Care team. A physician working in the Emergency Unit or a hospitalist on an impatient 

ward service or other location may need to use the CCOS to initiate symptom management 

before the Palliative Care team can provide a comprehensive evaluation and recommendations.  

Because the CCOS affects all aspects of end-of-life care, it is important that all providers have 

some understanding of the program and how it may affect their area of patient care expertise. To 

support implementation of the CCOS, it is important for education to include nursing staff, 

respiratory therapists, dieticians, pharmacists, and any other providers for patients for whom a 

CCOS may be used.  

For example, nursing staff may be need to use subcutaneous lines, or the "offer may refuse" 

opioid order, rather than only IV or PO medications.  Pharmacists may be unfamiliar with the use 

of sublingual morphine concentrate, because it has not been used previously in their facility. 

Dietary providers may not understand why a patient with a history of diabetes is permitted to 

have ice cream. Respiratory therapists need to understand that, for some patients, it may be more 

comfortable to use nasal cannula, instead of a face mask when patient comfort is the goal of care.  

Staff education helps everyone understand how the CCOS concept works, how orders may be 

different from the usual routine, and the need for integration of the CCOS into the culture of the 

facility.  To maintain consistency in provider knowledge, if the medical center has physicians in 

training (medical students, residents) who rotate through the hospital, their orientation program 

should include an introduction to the CCOS. 

 



Sections of the Comfort Care Order Set 

Section 1: Admit & Initiate Comfort Care Order Set 

The "Admit and Initiate Comfort Care Order Set" section is used to initiate CCOS as part of the 

plan of care in any location in the medical center.  For patients remaining in their current ward 

and bed section, the provider would start with "Initiate Comfort Care Order Set." (See the arrow 

below) 

 

 



 

 



Section 2: Transfer & Initiate Comfort Care Order Set 

 

 

The remainder of the transfer order set is identical to the admission order set. 



Section 3: DNR/DNI Orders 

This section prompts providers to document and place orders reflecting the patient’s current 

Advance Care Plan and resuscitation preferences. 

 

Section 4: Diet Orders 

Full liquid diet is the default setting. This section also includes orders for encouraging family to 

engage the patient in pleasure eating/feeding through provision of favorite foods.  

 



Section 5: Nursing Orders 

This section includes orders that promote patient comfort and safety, facilitate environmental 

modifications to reduce or prevent delirium, and encourage family presence and assistance.  

 



Section 6: Vital Signs 

Vital sign orders allow for customization of vital sign monitoring that de-emphasizes frequency 

and refocuses on symptom assessment, comfort, and effectiveness of interventions. The call-back 

parameters are based on control of symptom assessment rather than specific numbers. 

 



Section 7: Activity Orders 

This section includes orders for environmental modifications to reduce or prevent delirium and 

that encourage patient, family and staff to facilitate activity and positioning that maximizes 

patient comfort, safety, and choice. 

 



Section 8: IV Considerations (IV and Subcutaneous therapy) 

Parenteral hydration may play a role in patient comfort at life’s end. However, volume overload 

is a common iatrogenic problem in the inpatient setting at end of life. In addition, maintaining an 

IV site often causes pain, increases risk of infection and promotes the use of restraints. The 

subcutaneous line is a low burden option for parenteral access in almost all patients and can be   

used for parenteral access for medications, and in some clinical situations, the provision of 

fluids.  

 



Section 9: Respiratory Orders 

Oxygen therapy is a potent symbol of medical care. Face masks often are uncomfortable and 

burdensome, making patients feel more claustrophobic and dyspnic. The orders in this section 

focus on patient comfort of the patient as the primary goal and correction of hypoxia as a 

secondary concern. For most patients at end of life, correction of hypoxia will not be a feasible 

goal, but symptom control will.  

 



This is an example of a component submenu. In this case, it is for the standard quick orders for 

respiratory therapy, but it can be a submenu to any quick order set a hospital may construct. 

 



Section 10: Pain & Dyspnea (Opioids) 

Opioids are a key medication for pain and dyspnea; however, these medications frequently are 

under-utilized in the inpatient setting at end of life. The orders in this section are designed to 

encourage frequent symptoms assessment. They employ a scheduled "offer - may refuse" 

approach which increases the opportunity for patients to request and receive treatment and raises 

provider comfort with ordering and administering pain medication.   

 



Section 11: Nausea & Delirium (Phenothiazines) 

Haloperidol is both an effective anti-emetic and the mainstay of treatment for delirium at end of 

life.  Addressing multiple symptoms with the same medication helps simplify symptom 

management at end of life.  

 

Section 12:  Anxiety & Seizures (Benzodiazepines) 

 Lorazepam is an effective medication for anxiety, which when given parenterally, is an effective 

anti-convulsant. Warnings about the potential of lorazepam to complicate treatment for delirium 

are imbedded in each order.  

 



Section 13: Pain Dyspnea, Anorexia, Asthenia & Depression: (Corticosteroid) 

Dexamethasone is an effective adjuvant for many patients. It is easier to convert from oral to 

parenteral routes when the same medication and dosages are used with both routes. 

 

Section 14: Constipation 

Constipation is a common symptom at end of life. The constipation orders occur earlier in the 

opioid order section to encourage ordering a bowel regiment at the time the pain medication is 

ordered.  In this section, constipation orders facilitate timely symptom identification and 

modification in the laxative therapy plan. 

 



Section 15:  Death Rattle Orders 

Loud, congested, and moist sounding respirations are a common symptom at the end of life.  

These death rattles are distressing to the family and staff.  

 



Section 16: Additional Comfort Medications 

While some patients may not need any of these adjuvant medications for specific problems at the 

end of life, others would benefit from many of the options.  

 



Section 17:  Consults 

This section prompts participation of the core members of the Palliative Care team and the 

providers in the specialty services of the specific medical center.  
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Comfort Care Order Set  
BEACON PROJECT 

Birmingham VA 



Comfort Care Order Sets 
 Helpful guide to care for Veterans in the hospital who 

have severe and life limiting illness to improve  
 Allows the physicians to order admission, transfer 

to new unit in hospital or start order set in less 
than 10 minutes  

 Comprehensive so fewer calls for new prn 
medications or cross cover issues 

 Symptom control of pain and other symptoms 
 Improve patient and family satisfaction 
 

 



Comfort Care Order Set 
 Safe and Easy to use orders for pain 

medications, medications for delirium and 
agitation and other symptoms 

 Prewritten nursing text orders for comfort 
measures that you don’t have to type in. 

 By using the entire order set less likely to forget 
to place an order that results in call back, cross 
cover issues or poor symptom control.  



Comfort Care Order Set  

Presenter
Presentation Notes
This is the appearance of the Comfort Care Order Set when you select the option in the “Write Orders” tab.  At this point you could start at the top and work your way through the  list. After using the CCOS for 3-5 times you could write a complete set of orders in about 5 minutes. It is encouraged to go through all of the parts of the order sets so that some important aspect of care is not inadvertently overlooked.  Also  it is a good practice to place and order for medication for  pain, delirium or other symptoms preemptively so that if the patient develops delirium later during the night the staff is able to respond quickly. On other occasions you may want to select only a few options for a specific problem, such as management of secretions and you can go to that section of the order set directly. 



Designation of Resuscitation 
Status  

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Designation of Resuscitation StatusIt is not mandatory that  a patient must have a DNAR order to utilize and benefit from the using the Comfort Care Order Set . However, if use of the CCOS is being considered  than a discussion regarding resuscitation status is almost always appropriate. This prompt allows you to more easily document. Additional NotesThe Comfort Care Order Set usually uses CPRS orders already in use in your institution so this  section may appear differently depending on your hospital policy. This demonstrates  using the DNAR ( Do not attempt resuscitation)  which is the preferred nomenclature in the VHA. The Office of Ethics is developing a Template Note for Documentation of Preferences for Life Sustaining Therapy that will become a POLST document and Orders. The timeline for the launch of this plan is not determined. However this can be substituted here if this process is adopted at your VAMC. In addition the position of this item can vary and some centers have chosen to place it at the end of the CCOS.  The exact sequence of items can be variable but it is recommended that all items be included. 



Full Liquid Diet instead of NPO 



Nursing Orders  

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Nursing Orders This section allows for a quick selection of orders for patient comfort . In addition you can use the offered orders and a decision support tool to implement care plans for environmental modification for specific issues such as care of the actively dying patient or for delirium. 



Vital Signs  

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Vital Signs Monitoring often increases in intensity at the end-of-life in hospital settings and this can be uncomfortable for the patient and distracts both family and staff from symptom need. Vital signs may be placed at minimum for unit policy such as once a shift in the Acute Care and once a day in CLC. It may be appropriate to stop doing vital signs particularly in the actively dying patient. However, taking vital signs is a potent symbol of medical care. Patients and families may misunderstand not taking vital signs as not caring or even abandonment. If this issue is discussed and decision to stop doing vital signs is made then this could be ordered instead. See notification on the next pageAlso opportunity to assess constipation. Daily review of bowel regiment effectiveness by noting of BM in last 24-48hours help reduce painful constipation or obstipation. 



Suggested Notifications 



SQ Lines, IV and Fluids 



Subcutaneous Line Placement 



Oxygen and  
Respiratory Therapy 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Respiratory Therapy  Oxygen may be an effective treatment for hypoxia and dyspnea. However, oxygen is also a potent symbol of medical care. In home hospice settings oxygen via nasal prong and A/A Nebulizer  are commonly provided and seem to help relieve symptoms. Many patients may wear the oxygen for part of then time but also use environmental modifications such as using a fan or air conditioner to blow air on the face, sitting up and leaning forward , purse lip breathing which are all techniques to allow for better expansion of lung, auto-peep and reduction of dead space. Patients in the hospital who have sever dyspnea/hypoxia may have much more invasive procedures such as face mask, BiPAP, CPAP or ultimately MV. This is often very appropriate if aligned with patient goals of care and as a trial of treatment to bridge to time of recovery.  However, for many patients at end-of-life in the hospital setting these treatments are burdensome and not effective in relieving symptoms. On the other hand environmental modifications described above are often not utilized, not available and/ or patients are prevented from modifying their personal environment for their comfort. 



Oxygen Nasal Cannula Default 



Bed Side Fan for Air Flow 



Most Patients at Life’s End have Pain or 
Dyspnea and Need an Opioid 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Pain and DyspneaThe dark and bold section is the decision support to guide the clinician in choosing treatment options listed below.  A common barriers to adequate opioids for patient at  end-of-life include route, patients not able to swallow pill or tablet and needing sublingual or parental route. A second problem is that patients are weak and not able to request PRN medication so having scheduled offer may refuse or based on symptoms. The default doses for morphine sulfate are set at 5mg PO/SL or 2mg SQ which would be equal in potency to a “Lortab 5” or “Percocet”. Morphine is set as the default because it can be administered PO/SL/SQ and IV; it is an effective analgesic and is the best documented opioid for treatment of dyspnea. A clinician could choose to use a higher dose if the patient has been on opioids and has developed tolerance, however, our research revealed that >80% of patients had received no opioids in the last 72 hours of life so were for practical purposes opioid naïve. These orders should be seen as a dose finding for the next 12-24 hours and will provide guidance on choosing effective dosing regiment for those patients who do not have adequate control with the default settingIf a patient has an established and effective opioid regiment such as fentanyl patches or hydromorphone and  will be able to continue the regiment then would be appropriate to choose this. 



Oral Morphine Solution  
Example of Offer/ May Refuse 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
General Review of opioid orders:Default is set to lower doses, such as in this case, morphine 5mg SL. The provider does have the option to choose a higher dose. These medications are schedule q 2 hours. This may seem frequent but they are meant to be an initial dose finding to achieve pain relief in a 4-8 hour period. If a patient is not achieving pain control with this dose finding the clinician can use the amount administered to choose a higher dose for breakthrough or start a continuous infusion.Also these medications are not ordered PRN. PRN medications are not effective at end-of-life when patients have difficulty requesting medications. The nursing staff will assess every 2hours if the pain medication is needed. IF the patient can respond at all the staff member could offer with the patient being able to decline, for non-verbal patients the staff should use the non-verbal pain assessment and clinical judgment or if the patient has a respiratory rate of greater than 20/ minute this could be  indication of dyspnea that could benefit from opioids. This is actually easier for nursing staff documentation then PRN opioids. When a PRN medication is administered a follow-up assessment of effectiveness is required. With this method the nurse only has to document if the medication is given and does not have to do double documentation. 



Patient May Need Parenteral 
Medication if Problem Swallowing 



Different Routes and Doses 
Depending on Age and Patient 



Haloperidol is helpful for: 
 Delirium and Nausea/Vomiting 



Lorazepam for Anxiety and Seizure 
Note Different Routes/Doses for Ages  



Lorazepam orders 
 SQ; PRN; Delirium Warning 



Corticosteroids Often Help 
Multiple Symptoms  



For Death Rattle 



Consider Consults  

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Consider ConsultsHospice and Palliative Care patients are best served in an interdisciplinary team approach. Frequently there are multiple need that it would be to consult one or more supporting services. One of the consult options is Palliative Care. Since any clinician may encounter patients at end-of-life they will want to consider the orders in the CCOS. On some occasions these providers could use the CCOS to begin palliation of symptoms immediately and place a consult to the Palliative Care Consult Team to assist, refine or potentially transfer the patient if it is appropriate. 



Death comes in its own way and time to each individual. It is a quiet and natural series of events to 

help the body release its spirit. Thank you for letting us share in the care of this special person during 

their transition time. When someone close to you is dying, it is normal to have questions about what to 

expect. Although sad and stressful, this can be a positive process for families to share. This booklet is 

designed to help you to understand what to expect at the end of life and what you can do. Please use 

it as a guide in addition to the support our nurses and other members of our team can offer.This

 information applies to patients with all types of terminal illnesses. But remember that each person is 

different and may not have every symptom. Our staff is available to explain the stages of dying and 

guide you through the experience. Please feel free to ask questions and share concerns.

Preparing for Your Loved Ones Death

Winding Down

Comfort

Nutrition

Breathing

In the final stages of life there is a gradual withdrawal from people, activities, and food. Your loved one 

may only have enough energy to be with one or two people. He or she may be sleepier, wishing to 

stay in one place and nap more. This may be due to:

Just sitting quietly beside them can be comforting. A light touch and companionable silence can speak 
greatly of your concern and love.

Fatigue

The disease process

Depression

Medications used to control pain or restlessness

Insomnia

You may wonder if the dying process will be painful. Pain, restlessness, or anxiety is possible. There 

are many ways to relieve pain.

Medications:

Injections (shots)

Medication in the vein (intravenously) 

Oral medications (by mouth)

Suppositories

Skin patches

Heating pads -Changing positions

Massage

Special beds or mattresses - Extra pillows for support -Music

Television

Prayer

Comfort measures:

There may be times when your loved one will still have some pain, in spite of our attempts to relieve it. 

We will continue to try different combinations of methods to relieve as much pain as possible. Families 

are often concerned that if a patient can no longer speak we will not know they are in pain. Physical 

signs that may indicate pain include:

Grimacing

Clenched fists

Restlessness

Tense or rigid body

Sweating

Increase in breathing or heart beat - Moaning

Insomnia

You can help by watching for these signs of pain and discussing them with your nurse.

Aggressive nutritional support such as IVs or tube feedings may not benefit a person who is dying. 

Frequently there will be more than one body system failing, causing nutrients and fluids to produce 

distressing symptoms. The disease process can:

Change the desire to eat and/or the ability to digest food.
Leave the patient with no energy or interest in eating. Therefore, it can change a pleasant 
experience to a distressing one.

It is not unusual for patients to have food cravings that change from one moment to the next. 

They may also eat well at one meal and have no appetite for the next. It is our phiIosophy to 

allow the patient's wishes in regard to eating.

1. Families are encouraged to bring favorite foods from home (a refrigerator is available for food 

    storage).

2. Our patient's food preferences are more important than nutritional content.

3. It is normal for a patient very close to death to refuse food completely.

    Patients who are close to death do not feel hungry or thirsty. They are not starving. Nature is 

    at work assisting them to die in a more comfortable way.

The patient's disease is one factor that can affect the breathing pattern. Cancer sometimes spreads to 

the area of the brain where the breathing control center is located. It can also affect other body systems, 

causing changes in breathing. The breathing pattern may become slower as well as irregular, or there 

may be pauses. Medication can cause slowing of breathing but this does not cause discomfort to the 

dying person. Breathing may become noisy and congested or labored with a rattling sound. Congestion 

may be caused by:

The disease process

Immobility

Weakness

Lowered resistance

Infection



HarborSafe

Medication, breathing treatments, oxygen, and other comfort measures such as repositioning can 

relieve symptoms. Suction is occasionally used but is not always helpful.

Communication

When Death is Near

The Time After Death

Often people wonder if the person is able to hear even though they cannot respond. Hearing is 

believed to be the last of the senses to go. Even when they are in a coma or deep sleep, the patient 

may be able to recognize familiar voices and sounds. It is good to talk to them - the sound of a familiar 

voice may be comforting - feel free to say whatever is in your heart. 

Sometimes the dying person may need to hear you say you love them, but it is okay to leave when he 

or she is ready. If tears come, they are natural and a special way to say goodbye.

Touching is important. It is soothing and communicates feelings of security and love. There may be 

times that touching could increase pain and anxiety. During these times, just your being there may 

make the patient feel secure. Let the patient's reaction to touch guide you.

Spiritual and family issues may arise at this time. Our chaplains are available for spiritual care and 

support. Our social worker may be able to help with family and legal issues.

Knowing exactly when a person will die is difficult to determine. But in many cases there are obvious 

signs of approaching death. These signs include:

Changes in breathing

Longer pauses between breaths 

Bluish color to lips, nail beds, legs 

Cool skin

Restlessness, confusion, or speaking to unseen persons

Muscle twitching in hands, feet, arms, and legs 

Loss of bowel or bladder control and/or decrease in the amount of urine

Weak pulse that is difficult to detect

There are no limitations on visiting hours. If you wish to spend the night we will provide sleeping cots, 

blankets etc. A family lounge is available for your respite. Make coffee, which is provided, and use the 

refrigerator to store snacks or other supplies.

Every effort will be made to notify you when death is near. If for any reason family or friends are unable 

to be there, staff members will try to be at the bedside while the patient is dying. Again, every effort will 

be made to notify you of impending death so that you may choose to be there if you wish.

You may spend as much time as you need with your loved one. Friends and family may also be 

present. If you need help making phone calls, we are available. The nursing staff will help you to 

complete any final paperwork. The person who is the Next of Kin will be needed to supply this 

information, either in person or by telephone.

Thank you for letting us share in the care of this special person during their transition time.

The Birmingham VA Medical Center wishes to thank the Clement Zabloci VA Medical Center in Milwaukee, 
Wisconsin for use of the material contained in this document
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Consider Palliative Care 

Palliative Care

The Palliative Care Team 

Palliative Care 

Palliative Care 

Consider a Palliative Care Consult in patients with…

Heart Disease

when patients are admitted to 
the hospital. This is an important aspect of care 
because…

 can often assist in improving symptom 
control for people with pain or other physical symptoms.

approach can assist you in 
relieving the emotional, social, and spiritual suffering 
patients may experience.

can help you determine the eligibility of 
patients for supportive care services such as Palliative 
Care Clinic, Home Health and Home Hospice which may 
provide needed assistance with home services, 
medications and nurse case management.

can help facilitate patient and family 
conferences to define goals of care including Advanced 
Directives. 

(Any one or more signs/symptoms)
Cancer
-  Any patient with metastatic or inoperable                           

Cancer

-  CHF symptoms at rest
-  EF of <20%
-  New dysrhythmia
-  Cardiac Arrest, syncope or CVA
-  Frequent ER visits for symptoms

Birmingham VAMC
Safe Harbor Project

Birmingham/Atlanta
Geriatric Research, Education and

Clinical Center 



Pulmonary Disease

Dementia

Liver Disease

Renal Disease

Failure to Thrive

-  Dyspnea at rest
-  Signs or symptoms of right heart failure
-  O2 sat on O2 of <88%
-  P CO2  > 50
-  Unintentional weight loss

-  Inability to walk
-  Incontinence
-  Less than 6 intelligible words
-  Albumin <2.5 or decrease PO intake
-  Frequent ER visits

-  PT> 5 Seconds
-  Albumin <2.5
-  Refractory Ascites
-  SBP
-  Jaundice
-  Malnutrition and muscle wasting

-  Not a candidate for dialysis
-  Creatinine Clearance of <15 ml/minute
-  Serum Creatinine >6.0

-  Frequent ER visits
-  Albumin  <2.5
-  Unintentional Weight loss

Department of
Veterans Affairs
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Identifying the Actively Dying Patient

Indicators of Patients at High Risk of Entering 
the Actively Dying Process

When patients are admitted to the hospital and at 
regular intervals thereafter, it is important to 
screen for those who are at highest risk for end-
of-life symptoms and who may be actively dying. 

  1.  Pre-existing DNR order
  2. LOS in hospital  > 7 days
  3. Bed Confinement
  4. Semi-comatose state
  5. Minimal oral intake (receiving IV fluids or 

tube feeding)
  6. Inability or difficulty with taking oral 

medicine
  7. Decline in functional status with no 

reversible cause
  8. Receiving optimum disease modifying 

therapy (e.g.  patient with COPD declining 
despite aggressive treatment)

  9. Failure to improve by 2-3 days post 
admission

10. Frequent Emergency Room visits or 
hospitalizations over the last 6 months

11. Primary diagnosis of cancer or dementia

The Beacon Project
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If one or more of the indicators is present:

1.   Review patient status  for symptom
      burden 
2. Discuss illness severity with patient and/or 

family
3. Determine goals of care
4. Document advance directives 

1.    Audible retained respiratory secretions
2. Increased RR (>18-20/minute)
3. Sustained tachycardia at rest (>100 per 

minute)
4. Mottling and cyanosis of extremities
5. Decreasing level of consciousness
6. Decreasing pulses 

Actively Dying Patient Screen

The Comfort Care Order Set is used to guide 
management of symptoms and support for 
patient and family.

Symptom burden is often very high and not 
appreciated. 

Communication with patient and family 
regarding care preferences should be
proactive.

Patient and family will need support from 
an interdisciplinary team due to multiple 
domains of suffering.

Birmingham/Atlanta
Geriatric Research, Education and

Clinical Center 
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Admit to: Location and initiate Comfort Care Order Set

Diet:

Activity:

Vital Signs:

IV Considerations:

Subcutaneous (SQ) Line:

Orders for Dyspnea

Hygiene

Comfort Care in the Last Hours of Life

Diagnosis: (i.e. Metastatic Lung Cancer/Pain Crisis)
Condition: Grave
Resuscitation Preferences; Do Not Attempt to Resuscitation (DNAR)
(if not, document exact status)

Order a diet; patient may improve and desire to taste food
  (Select from CPRS order set)
Full liquid instead of clear liquid (can advance if tolerated)
  (Offer more palatable, easier to swallow, less likely to cause aspiration)
May have food brought in by family
Allow patient to sit up for meals; assist to eat

Allow patient to sit in chair if desired and to use bedside commode
Allow family to stay in room with patient

Minimum frequency allowed by policy
Limit notification orders to those necessary (review options on CPRS)
Frequent monitors can alarm patient and family
Numbers can distract staff/family from patient

Placement is often difficult and painful, frequently has no benefit for patient
Presence of edema indivcates that patient is not dehydrated
Many patients have fluid overload, edema and pulmonary congestion
  Oral hydration is a reasonable comprimise. (Or)
  If IV fluids are used, suggest a limited time trial, such as a
  1000-1500 cc D51/2 NS over 6 hours. (Select from CCOS on CPRS)

Small IV or butterfly needle inserted directly under the skin
  (often on the abdoman or thigh)
For injecting small volumes of many medicines when oral route unavailable
Avoids burden of finding/maintaining IV access

Oxygen 2-4 liters nasal prong; avoid face mask
Usually do not recommend monitoring oxygen saturation or telemetry
For persistent Dyspnea, use opiods
Blow air on face with bedside fan; turn, reposition, sit up. Nebs may 
be helpful

Avoid Foley catheter if possible (may be helpful for hygiene in select
patients, (e.g., obese or immobilized patients)
Diapers and cleansing may accomplish same thing
Delirious patient may pull on bladder catheters
Check all patients for impaction; suppository may be helpful
Consider evaluation by skin care nurse



Pain and Dyspnea

Pain, Dyspnea, Anorexia, Asthenia & Depression

Nausea and Delirium (Phenothiazines)

Anxiety and Seizures (Benzodiazepines)

Death Rattle

Tips for Comfort and Safety

Assisting Family

Notify Pastoral Care and Social Work of admission
Avoid restraints

Opioids are usually the most effective in this setting
Calculate morphine equivalents used in recent past; adjust as needed
Usually stop sustained-released medicines and use immediate release
Morphine concentrate 20mg/ml concentrate
a. Start with MS 5mg PO to much higher dose based on recent use
    q 2 hours, Offer, patient may refuse
b. Morphine Sulfate 2-4 subq q2 hours (1/3 the oral dose)
    Offer, patient may refuse
c. May use IV but shorter half/life and only RN can administer, difficulty
    with maintaining IV

Dexamethasone 4-8mg PO/SubQ breakfast and lunch
Corticosteroids can have multiple beneficial effects
   Less mineral-corticoid effect than Prednisone
   Does not have to be given in multiple doses

a. Haloperidol 2mg PO or 1mg Subq Q 2 hours, X3 doses total or
    until settled then q 6-8 hours PRN
b. Patient > 65 years of age
    Haloperidol 1mg PO or 0.5mg Subq Q 2 hours, X3 doses total or
    until settled. Nausea usually requires less frequent doses

a. Lorazepam 1mg PO/SubQ q6-8 hours prn
b. Patients >65 years of age Lorazepam 0.5mg 1mg PO/SubQ
    Q 6-8 hours prn
May be helpful with anxiety
Exercise care as delirium can sometimes be mistaken for anxiety
Effective against seizures only as IV or SQ and not PO

a. Keep back of throat dry by turning head to side
b. Stop IV fluids or tube feeding,
c. Use Scopolamine patch topical behind ear q3 days
d. Use Atropine eye drops 2-3 in mouth q4 hours or until patch
    effective
e. Avoid deep suctioning
f. Family can cleanse with sponge sticks

Reposition, massage, quietly sit with and speak to patient
Avoid sensory overload (e.g., TV) soft music instead
Use bed minder in leiu of restraints to alarm if patient gets up

Advise about alerting other family members as to gravity of patient’s status
Facilitate family presence; order permission for family to visit or stay
Arrange visits of military relatives by contacting Red Cross
Arrange visits of incarcerated relatives by contacting warden
Give family the pamphlet Preparing for Your Loved One’s Death.

Birmingham/Atlanta
Geriatric Research, Education and

Clinical Center



25mcg/hour topically exchanged every 72 hours
Is equivalent to the following:

Morphine 15mg IV or 45mg PO per day
Hydromorphone 3mg IV or 12mg PO per day

 TM  TM 
Percocet / Lortab5 /Tylenol #3 - 9 tabs per day

FENTANYL PATCH CONVERSION

Department of
Veterans Affairs

ORAL

30
8
20
300
30
4 tabs
6 tabs
6 tabs
200+

10
2
--
100
--
--
--
--
--

TMMorphine (MSC, OSR, Roxanol )
TMHydromorphone (Dilaudid )

TMMethadone(Dolophine )
TMMeperidine (Demerol )

TM TMOxycodone (Roxicodone , OxyContin )
TMOxycodone 5mg/APAP 325mg (Percocet )

TMHydrocodone 5mg/APAP 500mg (Lortab5 )
TMCodeine 30mg/APAP (Tylenol #3 )

Codeine

OPIOID AGENT IV/IM/SQ

INTERVAL LOCK-OUT: every 10-15 minutes
FOUR HOUR LIMIT: none

1. After 24-48 hours of consistent PCA use for chronic pain,
    Continuous Hourly Infusion Rate may be set at 50-75% of 
    the daily PCA use. If a Continuous Hourly Infusion Rate is 
    initiated, the PCA Dose should be adjusted to 50-100% of
    this Continuous Hourly Infusion Rate every 10-15 minutes 
    based on patient's response.
2. Decrease the Continuous Hourly Rate as PCA use declines 
    to avoid overmedication.
3. Never use a Continuous Rate in acute pain of a limited 
    nature.

Birmingham VAMC Safe Harbor Project
OPIOID EQUIANALGESIC CONVERSION TABLE 

(Dosing in mg unless listed)

PCA Dosing
Usual Initial PCA Dosing
Morphine 1-2mg (10mg/ml)

Hydromorphone 0.25mg-.5mg (0.5mg/ml)

Birmingham/Atlanta
Geriatric Research, Education and

Clinical Center 
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Dosing tables only provide conversion estimates.  Patient 
response may differ. Consider partial cross-tolerance when 
rotating to a new opioid.  A well-controlled patient may 
require a 25% or greater dose reduction of the newly chosen 
agent.  Opiate agonists have different durations of action, 
extent of oral absorption, and elimination, which may affect 
patient response.

Methadone has a longer elimination half-life than duration of 
action and may require dose adjustment to prevent over 
accumulation.

Meperidine is not indicated for prolonged therapy (greater 
than five days) and Normeperidine (a metabolite) may lead 
to seizures in patient with decreased renal function.  Oral 
absorption of Meperidine is less reliable than other opiates 
and is not recommended.  Its absorption, elimination, and 
toxicity can be affected by many drug interactions that inhibit
or enhance its metabolism.

The daily dose of acetaminophen (Tylenol) should not 
exceed 4 grams in a 24-hour period. This means that 
patients can not use more that 8 Lortab or Tylox tablets, or 
12 Percocet tablets in a 24-hour period without exceeding 
this limit. If pain can not be controlled with this number of 
tablets, opioids not in combination with acetaminophen 
should be used.

Darvon and Darvocet are ineffective analgesics, and their 
use is discouraged.

Constipation secondary to opioids is common. A large bowel 
stimulant such as Senna or Dulcolax should be prescribed 
in conjunction with opioids.

Oxycontin should not be prescribed at less than a 12-hour 
interval. MsContin and Oramorp should not be prescribed at 
less than an 8-hour interval.



        Develop therapeutic relationship
        Discuss patient/family agenda first
        Allow physicians' priorities to flow naturally from patient/
        family (e.g. discussion of resuscitation and other advanced 
        directives)

        Physical Care - Setting and level of residential care
        Social Care - Family issues (e.g. dependence)
                             Financial issues (e.g. disability)
        Emotional Care - Sources of support
        Spiritual Care - Sources of meaning

  
        DO NOT DELEGATE sharing bad news!
        Sharing bad news is physician's role
        Patients often accept bad news from MD only
        MD is best prepared to interpret news and offer advice
        Confirm medical facts
        Plan presentation with one or two main points only
        Use simple, lay language 

        Choose appropriate, private environment 
        (hallway/curtain do not provide privacy)
        Have tissue available
        Allot enough time (20-30 minutes minimum with documentation)
        Determine who should be present
        Turn beeper to vibrate to avoid interruptions and 
        demonstrate full attention 
        Shake hands with the patient first 
        Introduce yourself to everyone in the room
        Always sit at eye level with patient, distance of 50-75 cm
        Ask permission before sitting on edge of bed
        Arrange seating for everyone present if possible so that
        patient is at ease and not concerned about others' comfort

        ASK:        What does patient/family understand about what 
                        is happening?  What have others told them?
        WAIT:      15-30 seconds to give opportunity for response
        LISTEN:  Response may vary from “I think I am dying,” to
                       “I don't understand what is happening.”
        ASK:        How much that patient wants to know?
                        Does patient want to know prognosis? 
                        (Patient may decline voluntarily and designate
                        another person as spokesperson)

1  The First Step in Planning Care

2  Discussion Agenda 

 

3  Physician Role and Preparation

4  Setting the Stage

5  Starting the Conversation

The Palliative Response   ~   Sharing Bad News

Birmingham/Atlanta
Geriatric Research, Education and

Clinical Center 
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        Honor patient's autonomy
        Meet legal obligation for consent
        Promote family alliance and support for the patient
        Ask what family is afraid will happen
        Offer to have family present when you speak to patient so 
        family members can hear patient's wishes about knowing 
        status/prognosis

        Give a warning to allow people to prepare
        Briefly state one or two key points only 
        Use simple language
+ STOP +
        Ask questions to assess understanding
        Address key considerations
        Do not minimize severity of news
        Recommended statement for terminal illness: 
        “This is an illness that man cannot cure.”
        Statement shows medical humility, leaves open possibility of 
        the miraculous, and helps shift focus from “cure” to Palliation 
        and Support

        Be prepared for a range of emotions
        Address key components of response
        Allow time for response
        Communicate nonverbally as well as verbally-  
        it is usually acceptable to touch patient's ARM

        Medical Plan ( e.g. control dyspnea, home assistance to help
                               deal with weakness)
        Ancillary Support (e.g. social work visits, pastoral care visits)
        Introduce Advance Care Planning 
                “Sometimes when people die, doctors try to bring 
                 them back to life . . . have you considered whether 
                 or not you want this?”     
        Discuss Timeline

        When?   Usually within 24 hours
        Who?     For current and additional family members
        Why?     To repeat portions of the news
        How?     Offer to contact absent family members
                      Get permission to share news if  necessary
        What?    Next meeting, upcoming decisions, suggest flexible 
                      timetable

        ASK   “Do you have any questions? 
        WAIT
        ANSWER
        STAND  an effective way to end the conversation

6  When Family Wants to “Protect” Patient

7  Sharing Bad News

8  Response to Emotions of Patient, Family and Staff

9  Suggest a Brief Plan

10  Offer Follow-up Meeting

11  Ending the Meeting

The Palliative Response   ~   Sharing Bad News



Be prepared to answer pertinent questions
Nursing staff can provide wealth of information
Know recent events, family response and dynamics, 
   and special problems or concerns

     Death expected or sudden?  
     Family present or notified?
     Attending notified?
     Autopsy  
           Determine family preference 
           Consider value of autopsy
     Organ Donation 
            If family requests, contact organ donation 
              counselor to discuss details 
     Faith Tradition
            Consider Pastoral Care contacts
            Honor requirements/procedures/rituals

Assume quiet, respectful attitude
Ask nurse to accompany for introductions
Introduce yourself and role: 

Inform family of purpose; invite to them to remain
Empathize simply: 

Check ID bracelet and pulse
Check pupils for position and response to light
Check response to tactile stimuli 
    Examine respectfully:

Check for spontaneous respiration
Check for heart sound and pulses
Record time of death

Preparation before Death Pronouncement

Assess Immediate Situation

Entering the Room 

Pronouncement Procedure Clinical Examination

 
    

“I am the doctor on call”
Determine relationships of persons present

“I am sorry for your loss; this is a difficult time”

No Sternal Rubs or Nipple Pinches

Birmingham/Atlanta
Geriatric Research, Education and

Clinical Center 
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Follow-Up

Death Note in Chart

Death Certificate

If families should contact you later

 
     When You Are Patient's Physician
        Invite family to contact you over the next few days, 
        weeks, or months if questions arise or problems 
        occur
     When You Are Physician on Call
        Assure family you will report death to the attending 
        physician, whom they may contact with questions or 
        concerns

      Document date and time
      Document name of provider pronouncing death
      Provide brief statement of cause of death
      Note absence of pulse, respiration, pupil response
      Note if family present or informed
      Note family response if indicated
      Note notification of attending, pastoral care, social 
      work or others as appropriate

Locate sample Death Certificate on unit
Complete marked sections. Write neatly in black ink.
Begin again if make an error (cross-outs not allowed)

Document cause of death - 
    Primary cause of death - Example - Pneumonia
    Secondary cause of death -  Example - Advanced 
    Alzheimer's Dementia
    Contributing cause of death - Example - Agent Orange, 
    Asbestosis. List other illnesses possibly linked to 
    patient's disability or service-connection 

Documentation assists family to obtain benefits
Families appreciate and respond to a respectful and kind 
    approach to this final medical act

      Take time
      Inquire about family members
      Listen carefully
      Respond empathically

Death Pronouncement is the Final Medical Act
Handle with Care

Department of
Veterans Affairs
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