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According to the US Census Bureau (2019), the aging
population is increasing and is now predicted to
surpass the number of children in the US. Baby
boomers will be older than 65 years of age by 2030,
which means that 1 in 5 residents will be retirement
age (US Census Bureau). Aging adults, who
experience more chronic complex problems and
comorbidities, report symptoms as the underlying
cause of their disabilities (Patel et al., 2019). Indeed,
the Center to Advance Palliative Care (CAPC, 2019)
reported that 81% of individuals over the age of 65
are currently living with multiple chronic conditions.
Older adults also rank symptom relief or
management as a priority for their health (Fried, et
al. (2011). With this rise of the older adult population,
comes an increase in the use of healthcare services,
especially the 911 system and emergency
department visits, increasing healthcare costs (CAPC,
2019). While there have been studies that examine
symptom management in patients with specific
diseases like cancer, there are few studies that
explore symptom management in the general
population of older adults (Patel et al., 2019), who
may have concurrent symptoms from their chronic
diseases.

Palliative care (PC) is a holistic approach that supports
the best quality of life for patients and their families
by preventing or relieving suffering through symptom
management in life-threatening and serious illnesses
(O'Neill & Morrison, 2020; Vounard, 2018; World
Health Organization [WHOQO], 2020). Using a
multidisciplinary team approach, PC focuses on the
needs of patients and families and is appropriate
early in the course of any serious or chronic illness
while still providing curative treatments to prolong
life, such as radiation therapy (O'Neill & Morrison,
2020; WHO, 2020). According to O'Neill and Morrison
(2020), PC is not limited to end-of-life care and is
intended to neither hasten or postpone death, but
affords relief from disturbing symptoms of their
illness, such as relief from pain or breathing
difficulties (WHO, 2020).

One component of PC, communication and
establishing goals of care in this population, is
critically important. PC discussions tend to occur later
rather than earlier in an illness trajectory, which
decreases the benefits one could experience with
services. Early PC discussions are correlated with less
aggressive treatments for patients with chronic
illnesses and a better death experience based on
patient and family wishes and values (Starr et al,
2020),

which may decrease any unwanted or costly care or
treatments. Earlier PC consultations and discussions
often decrease healthcare costs (O'Connor, et al,
2018). In fact, a large number of hospitals now have
palliative care teams, a trend that is consistently
rising (CAPC, 2019). However, nurses caring for older
adults are in a pivotal position to start these
conversations and request a PC referral from
primary physicians.

Because older adults have unique and complex care
needs, PC discussions are an important component of
gerontological nursing care to ensure a better quality
of life for the individual experiencing symptoms as
well as to ensure a ‘good’ death. In addition, further
research is greatly needed to examine whether better
symptom management with palliative care can assist
in preventing or delaying functional decline or
disability in older adults.
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