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Congress of the European Association for Palliative Care: 3,000 experts meet in Vienna 

Palliative care: Outpatient teams are cost-effective  

Patients in the last stages of cancer can also be given optimal care at home. This brings no additional costs to the health system, as the burden on hospitals is lessened, experts report at the European Palliative Congress in Vienna.  

Vienna, May 10, 2009 – Health care systems in many industrialized countries are still very strongly centered on acute care hospitals. Additionally, for people in the last phase of life, a lack of outpatient care facilities leads much more quickly to patients being “shunted“ into hospital. 

But it doesn't have to be like this. Outpatient palliative care and medical support are also possible and cost effective for cancer patients in the last stages of their illness.  This is proved by studies from Austria and the UK presented today at the 11th Congress of the European Association for Palliative Care (EAPC) in Vienna. 3,000 participants from more than 80 countries are in the Austrian capital from 7 to 10 May 2009 to discuss current developments in all fields of care of people with life-threatening diseases. 

„The results of our study demonstrate that palliative care by outpatient support teams in the last two months of a cancer patient's life covers its own costs, since  expenditures for hospital stays are not incurred,“ says Dr. Walter  Schippinger, Head of Oncology from the Department for Palliative Medicine at the Graz Medical University.  

Dr. Schippinger and his team compared the expenditures for 60 cancer patients in the last two months of their lives who were cared for at home, and 60 patients who were treated in hospital. The data is from the years 2005 and 2006. 

Care at home instead of in acute care hospitals

The main results: With an average of 5,843 Euro per patient the first group registered 22% lower hospital related costs (inpatient group: 7,502 Euro). The outpatient costs for those patients treated at home were higher, on average 1,391 Euro, in comparison to those cared for in hospital (1,106), by a statistically not significant 25%.  As regards total expenditures, the two groups had very similar costs:  8,524 Euro for each patient treated at home, and on average 8,608 Euro per patient for those cared for in hospital. 

An important effect of mobile palliative care of patients: pressure is taken off hospitals. Evidence to this effect is also provided by a study commissioned by the British parliament. Study author Dr. Evi Hatziandreou: „Our investigations have shown that this can free up significant financial resources with which to better accomodate patients’ wishes: care at home instead of in an acute care hospital.“ 

Both studies show clearly not only that palliative care at home at all events is no more expensive than inpatient care, says Dr Imke Strohscheer (Graz, Austria). „They also make clear that our call for a variety of care options is appropriate. To give seriously ill people the choice at the end of their lives to have quality care in their domestic environment if they so chose, is not only a matter of humane treatment but is also sensible from the point of view of the economics of the health system.“
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