
When to refer to Specialist Palliative Care

Assessment should address current and anticipated symptoms, distress and 
support needs of family/caregivers.

Possible triggers: Decreasing activity, multiple co-morbidities, general physical 
decline, advanced disease, progressive disease despite treatments, patient’s choice 
of no further active treatment, progressive weight loss (>10%) in past six months, 
recurrent hospital admissions, sentinel event (serious fall, bereavement, transfer to 
nursing home), complex symptoms, care needs exceed carer capacity, patient or 
family concern about end-of-life issues. 1, 2, 3

Needs assessment tools:

•   PCOC Symptom Assessment 
Scale (SAS)

•    Holistic Patient Assessment –  
PEPSI COLA AIDE

•    Progressive Disease (NAT:PD) 
User Guide/form

•  Communication starters

•  NSW Health Advance Care Directive form and information booklet 

•  QUT End of Life Law in Australia

Advance Care Planning / 
Directive Resources:

•   The surprise question – Would you be surprised if the patient dies within 12months?  No – commence/ 
review advance care planning and consider referral to specialist palliative care for additional support 

•   The Supportive and Palliative Care Indicators Tool (SPICT). A tool to assess for unmet supportive and 
palliative care needs   

•  RACGP 5th Edition Part A. Palliative and End-of-life Care (Silver Book).

Tools to assist:

Unsure of services? Contact the Palliative Care Service Guide, Palliative Care NSW  E: pcguide@palliativecarensw.org.au  T: 02 8076 5604 

Assess the needs  
of the patient

Consider the  
patient’s prognosis

Begin or review the  
patient’s advance care 

directive

•  Continue to monitor patient.

•   Consider an early referral to specialist palliative care services if additional patient/carer support services are needed.
Yes

• Continue to monitor patient.

• Refer to specialist palliative care for further management advice. 

•  Most specialist palliative care services require a medical referral – some services have developed their own referral form.

No

Patient responding  
to primary health care 

management?
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