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“To Sleep Before We Die...”: When is Palliative Sedation
an Option for the Dying Person?

TANYA LUGLIANI STEWART, M.D.
What is Palliative Sedation?

v The use of sedative medications to relieve suffering by reducing the patient’s level of consciousness, mak-
ing the patient unaware of their suffering

v The intent of palliative sedation is to maximize comfort, not to hasten death

v Palliative sedation is a last resort medical intervention in a person with terminal illness when suffering
continues despite exceptional care

How is Palliative Sedation different from Euthanasia or Physician-Assisted Suicide?

v Euthanasia is the use of lethal doses of medications to cause a patient to die

v Physician-assisted suicide (PAS) is when a patient is given a prescription for a lethal dose of medication
that the patient gives to him/herself to end his or her life. The process has many steps and is only legal
in the state of Oregon

v The intent of euthanasia and PAS is to hasten a patient’s death

v The intent of palliative sedation is to relieve suffering

What Symptoms are Treated with Palliative Sedation?

v Physical and nonphysical symptoms:
 Pain, nausea, seizures, agitation, difficulty breathing are examples of physical symptoms
* Spiritual and emotional distress are examples of nonphysical symptoms and may occur when the ill-
ness is emotionally overwhelming

How Do I Know if Someone is a Candidate for Palliative Sedation?

v/ Symptoms or suffering has not responded to all attempts to relieve it
 Talk to your doctor or nurse if you feel there is unresolved suffering
* Nonphysical symptoms are far more difficult to define as resistant to treatment
* A palliative care consultation is recommended to review treatments that may not have been
considered
v The doctor believes that death will occur within days or weeks due to the illness

How Does Palliative Sedation work?

v The patient is sedated with barbiturates or benzodiazepines until suffering resolves
v/ If the sedation is affecting the patient’s ability to breathe, the medications are decreased

The information and recommendations appearing on this page are appropriate in most instances, but are not a substitute for medical di-
agnosis. For specific information concerning your personal situation or medical condition, JPM suggests that you consult your physi-
cian. This page may be photocopied noncommercially by physicians and other health care professionals to share with patients. Any
other print or online reproduction is subject to approval by the publisher: Mary Ann Liebert, Inc. To purchase bulk reprints, call 914-
740-2100.

131



132 JPM PATIENT INFORMATION

v/ Some hospice programs provide sedation in the home; others require the patient to go to an inpatient hos-
pice or palliative care unit

v The patient is monitored daily by a nurse or physician

v Pain medication is continued for pain control, but not used for the purpose of sedation

Does Palliative Sedation Shorten One’s Life?

v There is no research to date that shows palliative sedation shortens a patient’s life
v Patients chosen for palliative sedation are already in the process of dying from their disease
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