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CITATION, COPYRIGHT AND DISCLAIMER  

Citation: BC Centre for Palliative Care (2019). B.C. Inter-professional Palliative Symptom 
Management Guidelines. 

Copyright © BC Centre for Palliative Care. 2017. 300-601 Sixth St. New Westminster, B.C. V3L 
3C1. office@bc-cpc.ca 

All information contained within these Guidelines is owned and copyrighted by the BC Centre 
for Palliative Care. Users are granted a limited license to display or print the information, 
without modification, for personal, educational and non-commercial use only and all 
copyright and other proprietary notices are retained. Under no circumstances may any of 
the information be otherwise reproduced, republished or re-disseminated in any other 
manner or form without the prior written permission of an authorized representative of the 
BC Centre for Palliative Care. 

These Inter-professional Palliative Symptom Management Guidelines are intended to 
provide general advice to clinicians, physicians, nurses and allied health staff involved in 
palliative care supports; and have been prepared with regard to general settings using 
information available at the time. The content is derived from a number of sources on an 
“as-is” basis without any representation, warranty, or condition whatsoever, whether 
express or implied, statutorily or otherwise, as to accuracy, completeness, currency, 
reliability, efficacy, legality or fitness for a particular purpose. Under no condition should the 
information contained in these Guidelines be relied upon as a substitute for the proper 
assessment of the circumstances involved in each case and the individual needs of each 
patient by qualified health care professionals. 

The BC Centre for Palliative Care and the content providers of the Guidelines shall have no 
liability, directly or indirectly, in any manner whatsoever arising from the use, or reliance 
upon, all or any part of the information contained in these Guidelines whether based on tort 
or breach of contract, including without limitation, negligence, intellectual property rights’ 
infringement, strict liability, fundamental breach or otherwise. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 

mailto:office@bc-cpc.ca


INTRODUCTION 

|Symptom Management Guidelines 2 |June 2019 

I 

 
 

B.C. Inter-Professional Palliative 
Symptom Management Guidelines  B|June 2019 

LETTER OF INTRODUCTION – DR. DORIS BARWICH  

The BC Centre for Palliative Care is thrilled to support the development of these updated B.C. 
Inter-professional Palliative Symptom Management Guidelines for Inter-Disciplinary providers in 
BC. It has been an exciting project involving many expert clinicians as well as front-line providers 
to ensure a product that not only ensures best practices but is also accessible and user-friendly 
for health care providers throughout BC. Enabling quality of life for patients and families with 
serious illness is core to what we do. Enabling excellence in pain and symptom management 24/7 
throughout BC will ensure quality of care and improve outcomes for patients and families. 

A big thank you to all our partners who help make it possible. 
 

 

 
Doris Barwich MD CCFP(PC) 
Executive Director, BC Centre for Palliative Care 
Clinical Associate Professor, Division of Palliative Care 
Department of Medicine, University of British Columbia 
300- 601 Sixth Street New Westminster, BC V3L 3C1 

T: 604 553-4866 Fax: 604 553-4865 
www.bc-cpc.ca

http://www.bc-cpc.ca/


INTRODUCTION
O 

 3|June 2019 |Symptom Management Guidelines 
B.C. Inter-Professional Palliative 

INTRODUCTION 

 

 

CLINICIAN INTRODUCTION TO THE B.C. PALLIATIVE SYMPTOM 
MANAGEMENT GUIDELINES                                                             

 
The B.C. Palliative Symptom Management Guidelines are developed to support clinicians to 
provide effective symptom management for patients with life-limiting illness without a 
referral to a palliative specialist. Using this reference, we hope you will feel both confident and 
competent to care for patients and families, enabling them to receive most care from their 
trusted primary care providers. Each health authority has access to some level of palliative 
consultation services for advice, coaching and mentorship as well as courses and workshops 
to strengthen your skills. Please find links to consultation services in each guideline. 

There were several key decisions made about the scope of these guidelines: 

1. Symptoms chosen for inclusion are: 

a. Physical in nature (e.g. spiritual distress was excluded); 

b. Common to more than one life-limiting illness (e.g. cancer-specific 
symptoms were excluded). 

2. All care settings are included. To support decision making, each of the non- 
pharmacological interventions is categorized as “available in the home and 
residential care facilities” or “requiring additional equipment or admission to acute 
care”. 

3. Specific protocols, pre-printed orders, or clinical tools are excluded as they may 
vary between health authorities. 

4. While we anticipate that allied health professionals will find these guidelines 
useful, they are written with physicians and nurses in mind. 

You will notice that the guidelines all have the same structure, this was carefully refined 
with much feedback. Our intent is to lead you through a process similar to your current 
practice, with a few modifications to reflect the context of palliative care. We refer to the 
patient and family as the unit of care (family is whoever the patient finds supportive, 
regardless of the social relationship). 
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Standard format 

Purpose 

Scope 

Definition 

Prevalence 

Impact 

Consultation 

Key Recommendations (Introduced 2025) 

Step 1 | Goals of care conversation 

Step 2 | Assessment 

Using Mnemonic O, P, Q, R, S, T, U and V7 

Physical assessment 

Diagnostics 

Step 3 | Determine possible cause (s) 

Principles of management (a summary of key items in the guideline) 

Step 4 | Interventions 

Non-pharmacological interventions 

Pharmacological interventions  

Patient and family education 

Appendix A – Additional Resources for management of symptom 

Resources specific to the symptom  

General resources 

Resources specific to health authority or region  

Resources specific to patient population 

  Appendix B - Underlying causes of symptom in palliative care 

Appendix C – Medications for management of the symptom 

Appendix D – Management algorithm 

Appendix E – Extra resources or assessment tools 

 



INTRODUCTION
O 

 5|June 2019 |Symptom Management Guidelines 
B.C. Inter-Professional Palliative 

INTRODUCTION 

 

 

DEVELOPMENT PROCESS 
 

For development process detail, please contact Kathleen Yue, kyue@bc-cpc.ca 

mailto:kyue@bc-cpc.ca
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FIRST NATIONS PERSPECTIVE ON HEALTH & WELLNESS  

When deciding which symptoms to include in the scope of this project, the Steering Committee 
chose to include only symptoms directly in the physical facet of life. We included symptoms such 
as constipation and excluded anxiety, depression and existential distress. The Steering 
Committee struggled with this decision, as we all agreed it is critical to care for people as holistic 
human beings, and not to separate them into components. 
However, two factors influenced this decision: we needed to limit the project’s scope to what 
was achievable with existing resources; and we realized that non-physical distress may not be 
best classified as a “symptom” per se. To address the other facets of health, we included 
assessment questions and interventions about non-physical concerns such as anxiety. 

We consulted with care providers and members of First Nations communities to try and 
understand the potential impacts of each physical symptom on the spiritual, emotional and 
mental facets. Their suggestions have been incorporated into the guidelines, especially in the 
assessment questions, which include questions about cultural and spiritual values. 
 
Many suggestions are applicable for other cultures and beliefs as well, within the overall 
approach of seeking to understand without judgement. 

The “wellness wheel” was the lens through which we viewed health throughout the 
development of the guidelines. We recognize that a human being can be well within one facet of 
life while being unwell in another facet. For example, one can be spiritually at peace while 
physically dying. 
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First Nations Health Authority. (2014). First Nations Perspective on Health and Wellness. 
Used with permission. 

For a further description: http://www.fnha.ca/wellness/wellness-and-the-first-nations- 
health-authority/first-nations-perspective-on-wellness 

We learned from our First Nations health partners that some symptoms have spiritual 
significance, for example, dyspnea may be interpreted not just a sensation physical 
discomfort, rather as a lack of the essential element of air, which is needed for wellness. 
Another example is how a professional trained in western medicine may interpret visions 
of passed loved ones as a hallucination, whereas some First Nations’ people would see this 
as a needed part of the passing over process. Without this insight, a medical professional 

http://www.fnha.ca/wellness/wellness-and-the-first-nations-
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may attempt to remove these visions with medication, possibly preventing the comforting 
presence of loved ones. 

We are indebted to our health partners for helping us to appreciate the impact of past trauma, 
for example, how interventions for constipation may re-traumatize those with past sexual 
abuse. Also, for insights about the significance of remaining within ones’ community and being 
allowed to utilize traditional remedies and participate in spiritual practices. 

The guidelines are much richer because of the health partners’ thoughtful input. For future 
revisions and updates, we recommend including patient and family representatives of other 
cultures as well as First Nations. 
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B.C. INTER-PROFESSIONAL PALLIATIVE SYMPTOM 
MANAGEMENT GUIDELINES: 
A RESOURCE FOR B.C. - ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS  

We are so thankful for the many partners who contributed to these guidelines, making it 
a true collaborative effort we can all be proud of. 

 
A special thank-you to the original authors of the Fraser Health Hospice Palliative Care 
Program Symptom Management Guidelines http://www.fraserhealth.ca/media/HPC_ 
SymptomGuidelines_Authors.pdf. The Fraser guidelines have been adapted and adopted 
in several B.C. health authorities and served as the foundation for this work. 

The guideline for management of pain was adapted from the source document written by 
the following Fraser Health contributers: 

• Barbara McLeod , Clinical Nurse Specialist, Palliative Care 

• Dr. Mary-Jane O’Leary, Palliative Physician 

• Dr. Charlie Chen, Palliative Physician 

• Dr. Nicola Macpherson, Palliative Physician 

• Bruce Kennedy, Clinical Pharmacist 

• Della Roberts, Clinical Nurse Specialist 
 

 

2016  
 
Project Sponsor: Dr. Doris Barwich, MD, CCFP (PC), Executive Director, 
BC Centre for Palliative Care 

Project Leads: Kathleen Yue, RN, MN, CHPCN (C) and Carolyn Tayler, RN BN MSA CON (C) 

Project Manager: Chris Yue, BSc, MDiv, PMP 

Steering Committee: We are especially grateful to the health authorities who generously 
gave in-kind contributions as members of the Steering Committee 

• Interior Health: Elisabeth Antifeau, RN, MSN, GNC (C), CHPCN (C) Clinical Nurse 
Specialist 

• First Nation Health Authority: Gina Gaspard, RN, MN, GNC (C) Clinical Nurse 
Specialist, Healthy Living and Chronic Disease 

• Island Health: Della Roberts, RN MSN CHPCN(C), Clinical Nurse Specialist, 

http://www.fraserhealth.ca/media/HPC_
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Palliative and End of Life Care Program 

• Fraser Health: Shelley Briggs, RN, MN, CHPCN (C), Clinical Nurse Specialist, 
Palliative Care Program 

• Northern Health: Stacey Joyce, RN, BSN, Lead, Palliative Consultant Team 

• Providence Health: Dr. Gil Kimel, MD, MD, MSc, FRCPC, Physician Program 
Director, Palliative Care and Dr. Jonathan Pearce, MD, CCFP (PC) 

• Patient Voices Network: Maggie Schulz, who donated her own time to participate 
in the Steering Committee 

 
Writing team 

• Bruce Kennedy, B.Sc. (Pharm.), M.B.A. Clinical Pharmacy Specialist, Palliative Care 

• Judy Lett RN, BScN, MSc, GNC(C), CHPCN(C), Clinical Nurse Specialist, Hospice 
Palliative Care 

• Deanna Hutchings, RN, MN, CHPCN (C), Nurse Educator, Palliative Care 

 
References and source management 

• Dr. Amber Husband, MD 

• Dr. Anna Cooper, MD, MRCGP 

• Canice Ma, BSc, BSN (in progress) – conducted initial literature search 

Editing, design and layout 

• Editing, design and layout: Angela Cragg, Editor, Word Gypsy Editing 

• Design and layout: Holy Cow Communication Design 

Patient Voices Network (Patient and family representatives) 

• Maggie Schulz: reviewed each symptom guideline in depth 

• Jean Shepherd 

• Kent Loftsgard 

• Kira Tozer, MPH PMP, Engagement Leader, Southern Vancouver Island, Patient & 
Public Engagement, BC Patient Saftey and Quality Council 

• Leah Smith, Engagement Leader, Southern Vancouver Island, Patient & Public 
Engagement, BC Patient Saftey and Quality CounciL
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Clinician review panel 

• Physicians 

• Dr. G. Michael Downing, MD 

• Dr. Jonathan Pearce, MD, CCFP (PC) 

• Dr. Gil Kimel, MD, MSc, FRCPC, Physician Program Director, Palliative 
Care 

• Dr. Alan Nixon Medical Director Palliative and EOL Care, MD, CCFP, 
DABHPM,FAAHPM 

• Dr. Marnie Jacobsen, MD CCFP – Palliative Care CAC 

• Dr. Gillian Fyles, MD, CCFP (PC) 

• Dr. Christian Wiens, MD, FRCPC 

• Dr. Amirish Joshi, MBBS; CCFP(PC); MSc. Palliative Medicine. 

• First Nations Health Authority 

• Marilyn Dalton, LPN, Wellness Nurse Navigator 

• Carol Machell, RN, BSN Community Health Practice Consultant, 
Interior Nursing Team 

• Gina Gaspard, RN, MN, GNC (C) Clinical Nurse Specialist, Healthy Living 
and Chronic Disease 

• Cindy Preston, Pharmacist 

• Lorraine Harry, RN Regional Manager for Vancouver Island 

• Fraser Health 

• Bella Wang, RN, MN, CHPCN (C) Clinical Nurse Specialist, 
Palliative Care Program 

• Nicole Wikjord, RN, MSN, CHPCN (C), Clinical Nurse Specialist, 
Palliative Care Program 

• Patsy Lam, RN, MSN, CHPCN (C) Clinical Nurse Specialist, 
Palliative Care Program 

• Sue North, BSc, BSc(Pharm), ACPR Pharmacist 

• Barbara McLeod, RN, MSN, CHPCN (C) Clinical Nurse Specialist, 
Palliative Care Program 

• Susan Brown, R.N., BScN., MScN., GNC (C), Clinical Nurse Specialist, 
Residential Care and Assisted Living, Gerontology 
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• Dianne Stockwell, RN BScN, CHPCN (C) 

• Vicki Kennedy, RN, BN, MN, CRE (CNS-C) 

• Vancouver Coastal 

• Jane Webley, RN, LL.B., Regional Program Lead, end of life 

• Ingrid See, RN, BSN, Med, CHPCN (C), Clinicial Nurse Specialist 

• Annette Cavey, RN BSN CHPCN(C) Clinical Practice Leader Vancouver 
Home Hospice Palliative Care Services 

• Providence 

• Pat Richardson, RN, BScN, CHPCN (C), Palliative Care Nurse Clinician 

• Dr. Caroline Baldwin, CCFP (PC), Palliative Care Physician 

• Northern Health 

• Jennifer Ferguson RN, BScN, CHPCN(c), Palliative Care Nurse Consultant 
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• Lauren Wiegel 
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• Giselle Reyes RN, BSN, Home Care Nurse 

• Acute care 

• Lauren Wiegel 

• Ricki Avitan 

• Sandra Shook RN, NRGH –Palliative Care Unit 
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• Primary care / family practice 

• Ashley Heaslip, MD CCFP MPH, Family Physician 
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Northern Health 

• Dr. Nick Petropolis 

Academic and professional practice partners 
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• Helena Daudt, PhD, Director, Education & Research, Victoria Hospice 
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Health Centre of B.C. 
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• Dr. Philippa Hawley, B.Med., FRCPC, Head of UBC Division of Palliative Care, 
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REFRACTORY SYMPTOMS / PALLIATIVE SEDATION  

2023 

Writing team  

• Della Roberts, RN MN CHPCN(C) Special Projects Manager, BC Centre for Palliative Care  

• Dr. Julia Ridley, MD, CCFP(PC), Medical Lead, Education, BC Centre for Palliative Care  
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Literature Review   
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anesthesia.  Informed by this as well as a literature review, input including peer review was 
received from Medical Directors for Palliative Care in every Health Authority in BC.     
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• Della Roberts, RN MSN CHPCN(C), Clinical Nurse Specialist, Palliative and End of 
Life Care Program 
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