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From Diagnosis to Comfort: 
Hospice and Palliative 

Oncology in Veterinary 
Practice



 Define palliative vs. hospice care

 Understand goals of palliative and hospice care in veterinary patients

 Recognize when to shift from curative therapy to comfort care

 Improve client communication and decision-making

Objectives



Why is This Important?

Majority of 
oncology care 

starts in 
general 

practice setting

Referral not 
always feasible 
or appropriate

Families 
prioritize 
comfort

Quality-of-life 
care builds 

trust



Palliative vs. Hospice Care

•Symptom management
•Can occur at any disease stage
•May be concurrent with curative therapy

Palliative 
Care

•End-of-life care when curative therapy is no longer appropriate
•Focus points

•Comfort
•Dignity
•Overall quality of life

Hospice 
Care



 Integration of palliative care early in therapy process
o At diagnosis of incurable disease
o When treatment is declined
o When side effects outweigh benefits

 Ongoing monitoring plans and adjustments to therapy

 Educating clients on expectations

 Emotional support for the family

 Coordination with specialists

Role of the Veterinary Team



 Advanced or metastatic cancer

 Non-responsive or relapsed cancers

 Financial limitations

 Logistical challenges for therapy

 Declining quality of life

Common Oncology Indications



 Osteosarcoma
o Not amputation candidate

 Splenic Mass
o Not splenectomy candidate

 Oral cancers
o Dogs – melanoma most common
o Cats – squamous cell carcinoma most common

 Lymphoma
o No chemotherapy
o Steroids potentially contraindicated

 Metastatic cancer

 Relapsed cancer (with or without metastasis)

Common Cancers for Palliative Care



 Minimize pain

 Maintain mobility

 Encourage interactions with family

 Maintain adequate nutrition

 Support the human-animal bond

 Enable a peaceful end-of-life

Goals of Care



Quality of Life Assessment

Appetite Hydration Mobility and 
activity levels

Pain scores Hygiene and 
continence

Interactions 
and behaviors 

with family



Quality of Life Scales

 Lap of Love  https://www.lapoflove.com/how-will-i-know-it-
is-time/lap-of-love-quality-of-life-scale.pdf



 The HHHHHMM Scale

Quality of Life Scales

 Caring Pathways  https://caringpathways.com/wp-
content/uploads/2018/02/QualityofLifeScale.pdf



 Online questionnaire

 Results can be saved for 
comparison to evaluate trends

Quality of Life Scales

 CodaPet  https://www.codapet.com/quality-
of-life-scale



 Brief online questionnaire with 
score system

Quality of Life Scales

 Euthabag  https://www.euthabag.com/pet-
quality-of-life-assessment-calculator



 Addresses anticipatory grief

 Guides euthanasia decisions 
including incorporation of children 
and other pets

Quality of Life Scales

 The Ohio State University  https://vmc.vet.osu.edu/sites/default/files/docu
ments/how-will-i-know_rev_mar2024ms_0.pdf



 Multimodal drug therapy
o NSAIDs (or steroids)
o Opioids (tramadol, codeine, buprenorphine)
o Gabapentin/amantadine
o Bisphosphonates
o Fentanyl patches
o Local/regional blocks
o Ketamine injections

 Non-pharmacologic
o Acupuncture
o Laser
o Physical therapy
o Holistic medicine and supplements

Pain Management



 Pain
o Analgesic therapy (multimodal)
o Palliative radiation therapy

 Nausea
o Maropitant
o Ondansetron
o Metoclopramide

 Inappetence
o Mirtazapine
o Cyproheptadine
o Capromorelin
o Feeding tubes

Common Symptom Management



 Respiratory changes
o Oxygen therapy
o Bronchodilators
o Steroids

 Effusions
o Diuretics
o Periodic centesis procedures
o Pleural ports

Common Symptom Management



Palliative Oncology Treatments

Metronomic 
chemotherapy
• Oral protocols – treating as 

chronic disease

Palliative radiation 
therapy
• Pain control – bone tumors
• Reduction of rapidly 

growing masses for comfort

Cytoreductive surgery
• Ulcerated/bleeding masses 

removed for comfort
• Oral masses cytoreduced to 

aid with comfort and eating

Bisphosphonates
• Bone pain control and 

strengthening



 Escalating pain

 Decreased response to medical management

 Frequent emergency situations **

Transitioning to Hospice Care



Approach to Hospice Care

Home-based 
care

Plan for 
routine 

reassessment 
and check-ins

Emergency 
planning

Preparing 
families for 

health 
decline



 Set realistic expectations with families

 Use clear and compassionate language and tone

 Be open and honest about prognosis
o Use ranges instead of timelines

 Ensure plan aligns with family's goals and values

Communication Points



 Balancing the debate of prolonged comfort care vs. suffering

 Family financial limitations

 Emotional burden

Things to Consider



 Family relays indicators of declining quality of life at home

 Family has prepared and decided they are ready

 Guidance from veterinary team

End-of-Life Decisions



 Normalize that this is a difficult 
decision

 Reaffirm that euthanasia is an act 
of compassion

 Avoid personal opinions

 Explain the process clearly

Supporting Euthanasia



 Prepare the family for what to expect

 Discuss options 
o Environment
o Timing
o Who will be present

 Be calm and use respectful language

 Allow for privacy and time

Euthanasia Preparation



 Pet loss support 
o https://petloss.com/ (Pet Loss Grief Support, Rainbow Bridge, and Candle 

Ceremony)
o https://www.aplb.org/ (Association for Pet Loss and Bereavement)
o https://www.lapoflove.com/our-services/pet-loss-support (Lap of Love)
o https://www.rainbowsbridge.com/grief_support_center/grief_support_home.

htm
o https://www.rainbowsbridge.com/grief_support_center/grief_support_home.

htm
o https://www.peopleanimalslove.org/
o https://fetchacure.org/resource-library/pet-loss-support-group/ (FETCH-a-

Cure – local)
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Discussion/Questions?
Contact our service!

Phone: (804) 206-9122 
(option "2)

Email: 

oncorva@partnervesc.com
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