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What is hospice care? Hospice focuses on caring, not curing, and in 

most cases, care is provided in the patient‟s home. Hospice care 

also is provided in freestanding hospice centers, hospitals, and 

nursing homes and other long-term care facilities.  Hospice services 

are available to patients of any age, religion, race, or illness. Hospice 

care is covered under Medicare, Medicaid, most private insurance 

plans, HMOs, and other managed care organizations. 

How does hospice care work? Typically, a family member serves as 

the primary caregiver and, when appropriate, helps make decisions 

for the terminally ill individual. Members of the hospice staff make 

regular visits to assess the patient and provide additional care or 

other services. The hospice team develops a care plan that meets 

each patient‟s individual needs for pain management and symptom 

control. Support for family caregivers is also assessed throughout the 

care period. While the range of services provided will vary 

depending on each individual situation and the specific needs, 

hospice staff are available by phone 24 hours a day/7 days a week. 

Who makes up the hospice team? The interdisciplinary team usually 

consists of: 

 The patient‟s personal physician; 

 Hospice physician (or medical director); 

 Nurses; 

 Home health aides; 

 Social workers; 

 Spiritual care providers or other counselors; 

 Bereavement professionals; 

 Speech, physical, and/or other occupational therapists; and 

 Trained volunteers. 

What services are provided? Among its major responsibilities, the 

interdisciplinary hospice team: 

 Manages the patient‟s pain and symptoms; 

 Assists the patient with the emotional and psychosocial and 

spiritual aspects of dying; 

 Provides needed drugs, medical supplies, and equipment; 
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 Coaches the family on how to care for the patient; 

 Delivers special services like physical therapy, speech therapy, 

and even music and art therapy;   

 Makes short-term inpatient care available when pain or 

symptoms become too difficult to manage at home, or the 

caregiver needs respite time; and 

 Provides bereavement care and counseling to surviving family 

and friends. 

What role do volunteers play in hospice care? Hospice provides 

trained volunteers to aid the family and patients. Most hospice 

volunteers are trained to relieve the primary caregivers, do 

household chores, and help bathe the patients. Perhaps the most 

important task, however, is their ability to be “good listeners.” 

Volunteers also support the work of the hospice program that might 

not involve patient or family interaction. 

Who qualifies for hospice care? Hospice care is for any person who 

has a life-threatening or terminal illness. Most reimbursement sources 

require a prognosis of six months or less if the illness runs its normal 

course. All hospices consider the patient and family together as the 

unit of care. 

How is hospice care paid for? Most people receiving hospice care 

are covered by the Medicare hospice benefit. This benefit covers 

virtually all aspects of hospice care with little out-of-pocket expense 

to the patient or family. As a result, the financial burdens usually 

associated with caring for a terminally ill patient are virtually 

nonexistent. In addition, most private health plans and Medicaid in 

most states and the District of Columbia cover hospice services. 

Where does hospice care take place? The majority of hospice 

patients are cared for in their own homes or the homes of a loved 

one. “Home” may also be broadly construed to include services 

provided in nursing homes, assisted living centers, 

hospitals…wherever the patient considers home. 
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Begin Hospice Care 

Anyone can inquire about hospice services. You or your loved one 

may call a local hospice and request services. The hospice staff will 

then contact your physician to determine if a referral to hospice is 

appropriate. Another way to inquire about hospice is to talk with 

your physician, and he or she can make a referral to hospice. 

Usually, care is ready to begin within a day or two of a referral. 

However, in urgent situations, service may begin sooner. Hospice 

can begin as soon as the hospice nurse visits to make sure you meet 

hospice guidelines. The hospice nurse will also review the services the 

hospice will offer and sign the necessary consent forms for care to 

begin. 

When is the right time to ask about hospice? Now is the best time to 

learn more about hospice care and ask questions about what to 

expect. Although end-of-life care may be difficult to discuss, it is best 

for loved ones and family members to share their wishes long before 

it becomes a concern. This can greatly reduce stress when the time 

for hospice becomes apparent. By having these discussions in 

advance, uncomfortable situations can be avoided. Instead, 

educated decisions can be made that include the advice and input 

of loved ones. 

Will I have my own hospice team and how often will they visit? Every 

person receiving hospice has access to a registered nurse, social 

worker, hospice aide, and chaplain (also known as the 

interdisciplinary team) and volunteers. The hospice team will work 

with you and your family to create a plan of care that will outline the 

actions and goals for your hospice care. 

All visits are based on you and your family‟s needs in the care plan 

and your medical condition during the course of the illness. The 

frequency of volunteers and spiritual care is often dependent upon 

request and the availability of these services.  
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Is hospice available 24 hours a day, 7 days a week? Hospice care is 

available „on call‟ after the administrative office has closed, seven 

days a week, 24 hours a day. Hospices are required to have nurses 

available to respond to a call for help 24/7.  

What do hospice volunteers do? Hospice volunteers are generally 

available to provide different types of support to individuals and their 

loved ones including running errands, preparing light meals, staying 

with a person to give loved ones a break, and lending emotional 

support and companionship to individuals and loved ones. 

Because hospice volunteers spend time in homes, each hospice 

program has an application and interview process to assure the 

person is right for this type of volunteer work. In addition, hospice 

programs have an organized training program for their volunteers. 

Areas covered by these training programs often include 

understanding hospice, confidentiality, working with families, 

listening skills, signs and symptoms of approaching death, loss and 

grief and bereavement support. 

What happens if I can’t be cared for at home? A growing number of 

hospice programs have their own hospice facility or have 

arrangements with nursing homes, hospitals or inpatient residential 

centers that care for people who cannot be cared for at home. 

However, the cost to live in these settings may not be covered by 

your insurance so it is best to find out if insurance covers this type of 

care before you call hospice. 

Can I be cared for by hospice if I reside in a nursing facility or other 

type of long-term care facility? Hospice services can be provided to 

a person who has a life-limiting illness wherever that person lives. This 

means a person living in a nursing facility or long-term care facility 

can receive specialized visits from hospice nurses, home health 

aides, chaplains, social workers, and volunteers, in addition to other 

care and services provided by the nursing facility. The hospice and 

the nursing home will have a written agreement in place in order for 

the hospice to serve residents of the facility. The Medicare Hospice 
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Benefit will cover the care related to your terminal illness, but it does 

not cover daily room and board charges of the facility. If you are 

eligible for Medicaid, Medicaid will cover room and board charges. 

Do state and federal reviewers inspect and evaluate hospices? Yes. 

There are state licensure requirements that must be met by hospice 

programs in order for them to deliver care. In addition, hospices must 

comply with federal regulations in order to be approved for 

reimbursement under Medicare. Hospices must periodically undergo 

inspection to be sure they are meeting regulatory standards in order 

to maintain their license to operate and the certification that permits 

Medicare reimbursement. 

 


