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Abstract

Background: Palliative care is typically performed in-hospital. However, Emergency Medical Service (EMS) providers
are uniquely positioned to deliver early palliative care as they are often the first point of medical contact. The aim
of this study was to gather the perspectives of advanced life support (ALS) providers within the South African
private EMS sector regarding pre-hospital palliative care in terms of its importance, feasibility and barriers to its
practice.

Methods: A qualitative study design employing semi-structured one-on-one interviews was used. Six interviews
with experienced, higher education qualified, South African ALS providers were conducted. Content analysis, with
an inductive-dominant approach, was performed to identify categories within verbatim transcripts of the interview
audio-recordings.

Results: Four categories arose from analysis of six interviews: 1) need for pre-hospital palliative care, 2) function of
pre-hospital healthcare providers concerning palliative care, 3) challenges to pre-hospital palliative care and 4) ideas
for implementing pre-hospital palliative care. According to the interviewees of this study, pre-hospital palliative care
in South Africa is needed and EMS providers can play a valuable role, however, many challenges such as a lack of
education and EMS system and mindset barriers exist.

Conclusion: Challenges to pre-hospital palliative care may be overcome by development of guidelines, training,
and a multi-disciplinary approach to pre-hospital palliative care.
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Background
The World Health Organisation (WHO) defines pallia-
tive care as ‘an approach that improves the quality of life
of patients and their families facing the problem associ-
ated with life-threatening illness, through the prevention
and relief of suffering by means of early identification
and impeccable assessment and treatment of pain and
other problems, physical, psychosocial and spiritual.’ [1]
This includes a wide variety of situations such as chronic
illness and end-of-life care [2].

Such treatment is typically performed by palliative care
specialists who work in-hospital. However, emergency
medical services (EMS) often encounter patients requir-
ing palliative care as these patients may have acute exac-
erbations of illness, progress towards end-of-life or
require transport to a medical facility [3–9]. As the first
point of medical contact, EMS providers are thus
uniquely positioned to deliver early palliative care in the
home [10]. This has great potential benefit for patient
comfort, early identification and relief of suffering and
earlier referral to hospice care [10, 11].
Despite this unique position there is an overall lack of

guidance within EMS systems to manage palliative pa-
tients [5, 6, 10]. In the United States of America (USA)
only 5–6% of EMS systems have protocols for palliative

© The Author(s). 2020 Open Access This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License,
which permits use, sharing, adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or format, as long as you give
appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Creative Commons licence, and indicate if
changes were made. The images or other third party material in this article are included in the article's Creative Commons
licence, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line to the material. If material is not included in the article's Creative Commons
licence and your intended use is not permitted by statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain
permission directly from the copyright holder. To view a copy of this licence, visit http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/.
The Creative Commons Public Domain Dedication waiver (http://creativecommons.org/publicdomain/zero/1.0/) applies to the
data made available in this article, unless otherwise stated in a credit line to the data.

* Correspondence: caleb.gage@gmail.com
1Division of Emergency Medicine, University of Cape Town, Cape Town 7935,
South Africa
Full list of author information is available at the end of the article

Gage et al. BMC Palliative Care          (2020) 19:153 
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12904-020-00663-5

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1186/s12904-020-00663-5&domain=pdf
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-7063-4007
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/publicdomain/zero/1.0/
mailto:caleb.gage@gmail.com


care [6, 10]. In addition, there is no specific pre-hospital
emergency care curricula on the subject, resulting in a
lack of education and training for EMS providers [3–5,
12, 13]. This might stem from the historical focus of
EMS training which primarily involves immediate mea-
sures to preserve life or limb until definitive care is
reached [11]. This focus has resulted in an EMS ethos of
‘saving lives.’ [5, 12] Palliative care, on the other hand, is
not focussed on ‘saving lives’, but rather the prevention
and relief of suffering [1]. Therefore, palliative care may
seem to conflict with emergency care, placing EMS pro-
viders in difficult situations when confronted with pallia-
tive care patients [8, 12, 14].
The Sub-Saharan African region faces the world’s

most significant health crisis [15]. South Africa itself
faces what has been termed a “quadruple burden of dis-
ease” due to communicable diseases such as human im-
munodeficiency virus (HIV), acquired immunodeficiency
syndrome (AIDS), high maternal and paediatric mortal-
ity rates, non-communicable disease as well as injury
[16]. The large number of patients suffering from these
diseases and the life-limiting complications thereof, re-
sults in increased need for palliative care in the country
as noted by the South African Minister of Health [17].
Access to health care for patients suffering from these

diseases is a further challenge in the Sub-Saharan Afri-
can setting [15, 18, 19]. In South Africa, EMS are often
contacted by those without access to transport to pro-
vide this service. Thus, South African EMS providers
may frequently encounter not only high acuity emer-
gency patients, but many ill HIV/AIDS, cancer and other
chronically ill patients requiring palliative care who are
unable to access healthcare via alternative means [20].
European studies have found that approximately 3–5%
of all pre-hospital calls involve palliative care situations
[2, 21, 22]. With the quadruple burden of disease and
limited access in the South African setting, this percent-
age is likely higher as these factors result in increased
frequency of contact between EMS providers and
patients requiring palliative care.
The aim of this study was to gather the perspectives of

advanced life support (ALS) providers within the South
African private EMS sector regarding pre-hospital pallia-
tive care in terms of its importance, feasibility and bar-
riers to its practice. To our knowledge, no research has
been produced in the (South) African setting regarding
prehospital palliative care.

Methods
Design
A qualitative study design employing individual semi-
structured interviews was used. The theoretical orientation
underpinning this study was descriptive phenomenology as it

sought to describe perspectives of EMS providers regarding
palliative care [23].

Setting
Each interview was held in a private setting agreed upon
by the primary researcher and participant. To avoid in-
terruptions, interviews were held with off-duty ALS
providers.
ALS providers were chosen as the population of the

study due to their broad scope of practice when com-
pared to other cadres of provider. This scope of practice,
although intended for emergency patients, includes the
ability to perform certain palliative care interventions
such as opioid administration.
The private South African EMS sector was chosen as

the research team had greater access to the ALS pro-
viders within the private system. The private system was
more suited to the inclusion and exclusion criteria of the
study as it contained a greater number of ALS providers
with higher education (HE) qualifications. For the pur-
poses of this study the “private EMS sector” refers to
non-governmental, for-profit EMS companies.
To provide context, South Africa has two separate

healthcare systems: private and state [24]. State health-
care is provided by the South African government to all
citizens while private healthcare is accessible only to
those with the ability to pay for services or those with
healthcare insurance. The South African EMS sector, in
both private and state systems, has a three-tiered “level
of care” model; basic, intermediate and advanced life
support (BLS, ILS, ALS) [25]. In this manner, prehospital
emergency care is paramedic rather than physician led.

Data collection
The interview schedule contained four questions referen-
cing career background, importance of, concerns with,
and opinions on palliative care feasibility in the South Af-
rican pre-hospital environment. Pre-determined prompts
and probes were included for each question to enhance
data collection by thoroughly exploring the interviewees’
perspectives. For example, when inquiring concerning the
perceived importance of prehospital palliative care, the
following probes/prompts were used to stimulate further
discussion: Is there opportunity to provide this care? How
many of your patients require this care? The interview
schedule was jointly developed by Caleb Gage (CG) and
Willem Stassen (WS), specifically for the study, based on
the contextualisation of the limited available literature.
The interview schedule developed for this study is avail-
able as Additional file 1.
Interviews were performed by the primary investigator,

who was trained beforehand in qualitative interviewing.
Prior to data collection a pilot interview was performed
between the primary investigator and supervisor to
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ensure consistency and quality of interview technique.
Data from this interview was not included in the final
analysis.
Six interviews were held from March to May 2018. In-

terviews lasted approximately 20–35 min. All six inter-
viewees knew the interviewer from a mutual training
institution. Participants were aware the study was part of
the interviewer’s post-graduate studies.
ALS providers were invited to participate in the study

via email circulation within a local database of South Af-
rican paramedics who have volunteered their names to
be a part of the database. Three ALS providers indicated
their willingness to participate and a further three pro-
viders were selected on a convenience basis.
Inclusion and exclusion criteria were as follows: Inclu-

sion - Qualified ALS providers with HE qualifications
(National Diploma, Bachelor of Technology and Bach-
elor of Health Sciences in Emergency Medical Care),
currently working in, or with recent previous experience
in, the South African private EMS sector with a mini-
mum of 2 years private sector operational experience.
Recent previous experience referred to South African
private sector operational experience, within the last 3
years if the ALS provider was not currently working in
the private sector. Exclusion - ALS providers without
pre-hospital, operational experience in the South African
private EMS sector.

Analysis
Interview recordings, created with a recording applica-
tion on a cellular device, were manually transcribed

verbatim by CG. Transcriptions were identified by inter-
view number and gender (e.g. Interview #1M).
Content analysis of transcribed data was performed

using the framework of Braun and Clark [26, 27]. These
techniques were conducted alongside data collection as
field notes were made during interviews. To become fur-
ther familiar with the data, an initial ‘floating reading’
was done. Analysis of the transcribed data was then per-
formed using an inductive-dominant approach. Meaning
units were captured, condensed, coded and categorized
(see Fig. 1) using NVivo version 12 software [28]. Data
coding was performed by the interviewer alone. Re-
searcher triangulation was performed between CG and
WS where categories and codes were discussed, refined
and finalised. Member checking of these categories and
codes was performed hereafter.
Data saturation, as detailed by Saunders, et al. was

reached after six interviews [29]. This was evidenced by
repetitive comments by interviewees and lack of add-
itional data being gained after the sixth interview. Details
of the interviewees and interviewer are presented in
Table 1.

Reflexivity
I (CG) carried out the interviews and performed this
study as part of the Master’s degree in Emergency Medi-
cine at the University of Cape Town (UCT). During the
study, I held positions as a paramedic working in pri-
mary healthcare in West Africa and as a helicopter EMS
paramedic for a private company in South Africa. As I
had no prior experience in qualitative research, I com-
pleted an online training course in qualitative research

Fig. 1 Categorical development during analysis from lower to higher levels of abstraction
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methodology before commencement of the study [30].
During the interviews I recognised my own personal
perspectives (i.e. palliative care should be performed in
the South African pre-hospital setting and would be use-
ful) and actively avoided these by refraining from asking
leading questions and adhering closely to the discussion
schedule. While several interviewees appeared to agree
with my perspectives, this was not unanimous as at least
one interviewee identified other “more important” prior-
ities. Throughout the process I felt my interview tech-
nique improved. I also felt the discussion schedule was
logical as answers to the pre-determined questions flo-
wed naturally into the next questions during the
interviews.

Trustworthiness
To ensure trustworthiness of the data the framework of
Guba was used in seeking credibility, transferability, de-
pendability and confirmability [31]. The following steps
were taken to ensure these criteria in the study [31]:

– Credibility: Interview technique was practiced with a
pilot interview. Participants were given the
opportunity to refuse participation and participated
voluntarily. During data collection and analysis
frequent communication and debriefing sessions
were held between the interviewer and study
supervisors. Researcher triangulation was carried out
and member checking was performed. A reflexive
commentary is provided.

– Transferability: A thorough description of data
collection methods is given. Interview duration and
the data collection period are reported. Study results
are further discussed in relation to available
literature.

– Dependability: Full descriptions of research design
and implementation, a reflexive commentary as well
as the details of data gathering are presented.

– Confirmability: Preliminary perspectives held by the
research team which are not demonstrated in the
data are discussed and reflected upon in the
reflexivity section. Researcher triangulation and
member checking were performed. In addition,
verbatim transcriptions of the audio data were
produced.

Ethical approval for the study was provided by the
University of Cape Town’s Human Research Ethics
Committee (HREC Reference Number: 058/2018). This
manuscript complies with the COnsolidated Criteria for
Reporting Qualitative (COREQ) research checklist [32].

Results
Six participants were interviewed (Table 1). Interviews
lasted between 20 and 35min (average: 30 min) Four
categories, with their subcategories, emerged from these
interviews as detailed in Table 2. According to the inter-
viewees of this study, pre-hospital palliative care in

Table 1 Demographic characteristics of interviewees and interviewer

Gender Qualification Post-Grad Experience Areas of Experience

Interviewee #1 Male ECP a 4 years Operations: Road, HEMS b, Fixed Wing

Interviewee #2 Male ECP 3 years Operations: Road, HEMS, Fixed Wing
Other: Psychology

Interviewee #3 Female ECP 3 years Operations: Road, HEMS, Fixed Wing, ICU c Ambulance

Interviewee #4 Female ECP 6 years Operations: Road, HEMS, Fixed Wing, ICU Ambulance
Other: Nursing, Lecturing

Interviewee #5 Male ECP 2 years Operations: Road, ICU Ambulance

Interviewee #6 Female ECP 3 years Operations: Road, HEMS, ICU Ambulance

Interviewer
(CG)

Male ECP 5 years Operations: Road, HEMS, Fixed Wing
Other: Contract, Primary Health

a ECP Emergency Care Practitioner. This equates to a 4-year bachelor’s degree in Emergency Medical Care, b HEMS Helicopter Emergency Service, c ICU Intensive
Care Unit

Table 2 Categories and subcategories emerging from
participant interviews

1) Need for pre-hospital palliative care

a) opportunity, neglect and importance
b) ethics, patient rights and human dignity

2) Function of EMS providers concerning palliative care

a) facilitation of care
b) improving quality of life
c) home-based care

3) Challenges to pre-hospital palliative care

a) EMS mindset
b) lack of training
c) resource and scope of practice considerations
d) EMS system failures
e) difficulties specific to the pre-hospital field

4) Ideas for implementing pre-hospital palliative care

a) creation of guidelines
b) multi-disciplinary approach
c) creation of pre-hospital palliative care specialists/teams
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South Africa is needed and EMS providers can play a
valuable role, however, many challenges exist.

Discussion
Participants were asked to share their perceptions re-
garding importance of, concerns with, and opinions on
palliative care feasibility in the South African pre-
hospital environment (See Additional file 1). Below, each
category which emerged is discussed with supporting
quotations extracted from the interviews.

Need for pre-hospital palliative care
Based on their experiences all participants stated there is
a need for pre-hospital palliative care in South Africa.
Reasons given were a) the opportunities to provide pal-
liative care, neglect and importance of palliative care and
b) ethics, patient rights and human dignity.
a) Opportunity, neglect and importance.

“This is a huge, huge population we actually service
that falls into that category: end-stage cancer, end-
stage RVD [retroviral disease – HIV/AIDS] …” –
Interview #5M.

“… I think it’s actually more important than we
realise.” – Interview #1M.

“Opportunity [to perform palliation] yes, but I never
took it.” – Interviewee #6.

All interviewees detailed personal experiences re-
garding the opportunities they had to treat patients
requiring palliative care. Specific populations of pa-
tients mentioned were those with terminal cancer,
chronic mental and physical illnesses and the elderly.
Several studies in High Income Countries (HICs) have
noted similar palliative care patient populations to
which EMS are called [5, 21, 33]. While these popula-
tions are served by South African EMS the opportun-
ity to provide palliative care was seen to be neglected.
Participants detailed how experience played a role in

their perception of pre-hospital palliative care’s import-
ance. While early in their careers palliative care was not
a focus, it became increasingly important with experi-
ence. Interviewees described palliative care in the South
African pre-hospital setting as “very” and “extremely
important”.

“… especially after we did the topic [palliative care]
last year, gave me a chance to think about it and re-
flect back on patients that I’ve seen where I could
have managed them differently had I known then
what I know now …” – Interview #3F.

Wiese, et al. have shown in several studies involving
pre-hospital palliative care that EMS provider experience
plays an important role in palliative situation decision-
making [9, 21, 34]. They found that experienced EMS
providers were both more comfortable and more
confident in managing palliative situations [9, 21, 34].
b) Ethics, patient rights and human dignity.
One participant stated that ethically “we owe it” to pa-

tients to provide relief from suffering. This includes the
provision of palliative care. Another interviewee men-
tioned the importance of treating end-of-life patients in
a dignified manner by avoiding overtreatment.

“… if I put this patient in the ambulance what’s the
minimum I can do to still preserve dignity …? ” –
Interview #5M.

The concepts of dignity and autonomy are patient
rights and integral to palliative care [3, 9]. These rights,
however, may not always coincide with EMS therapeutic
goals [9]. Thus, in the prehospital setting it is important
to take these patient rights into account particularly
when managing palliative patients [3]. Current literature
suggests this can be attained through integration of
emergency and palliative healthcare; something the in-
terviewees of this study recognised as a need in South
Africa [7, 9, 35].
Another interviewee, taking the patient’s family into

account, highlighted the danger of creating false hope in
the case of overtreatment. This view is commensurate
with the WHO position on palliative care [1]. Previous
studies in which EMS providers have been interviewed
concerning prehospital palliative care have demonstrated
the consideration for family dynamics as an important
part of managing palliative situations [7, 12].
For the above reasons, participants felt there is a need

for palliative care in the South African prehospital set-
ting. While some felt it was “appropriate in the South
African setting” and “should be implemented”, others felt
that despite its importance, other shortcomings within
the South African EMS system should be addressed first.
These included areas such as primary health care
provision, system development and improvement in
current resuscitative practices. Likewise, in European
studies, while many EMS providers saw a need for devel-
oping prehospital palliative care, some did not consider
this a priority given other pressing issues [8, 9, 21]. Fur-
ther study is needed in the (South) African environment
to identify top priorities and set a prehospital develop-
ment agenda.

Function of EMS providers concerning palliative care
Participants felt that EMS providers have an important
role to play in providing palliative care. As Wiese, et al.
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stated, “… so long as there is no extensive outpatient care
for palliative care patients, emergency medical teams
must continue to play an important role …” [21] This in-
cludes the South African setting where both inpatient
and outpatient palliative care is lacking [17]. According
to participants, these roles are a) facilitation of care (in-
cluding initiation of care, facilitation of further care and
on-scene decision-making), b) improving quality of life
and c) home-based care. Interviewees saw these roles as
beneficial to both patient and family.
a) Facilitation of care.

“What you do then determines what is going to hap-
pen for the rest of their course … So specifically pre-
hospitally it’s such a big deal …” – Interview #3F.

“… that liaising, that mediator between the two
[treating doctor and patient] is, I think, one of the
most important functions we have in those kinds of
situations with palliation.” – Interview #2M.

These facilitative roles suggested by participants take
advantage of the unique position of EMS as the first
point of medical contact for pre-hospital patients requir-
ing palliative care. EMS providers can assess the patient,
“take a step back” and communicate with the patient
and family members as to their desires for treatment
and be a part of the decision-making process. As com-
monly described elsewhere, this initial pre-hospital
decision-making sets the trajectory for subsequent pal-
liative patient care [5, 10, 13]. In the German setting, it
has been found that poor decision-making, by EMS pro-
viders inexperienced in palliative care, results in in-
hospital treatments which are not desired by the patient
or the patient’s family [21].
Importantly one practitioner pointed out that while

EMS providers can and should be a part of this
decision-making process, it is not their place to make
palliative care decisions in isolation.

“We can be part of the system that makes that deci-
sion, that executes the decision, but I don’t feel it’s
our place to make that decision.” – Interview #4F.

A Swiss prehospital palliative care study supports this
viewpoint; the authors calling for collaboration between
palliative care systems and EMS [4]. Likewise, an investi-
gation, in which EMS providers were interviewed con-
cerning palliative care emergencies, highlighted the
desirable nature of a stronger integration between pallia-
tive and EMS systems [9].
b) Improving quality of life.
Interviewees identified improving quality of life as part

of their role in palliation, consistent with the WHO

definition of palliative care [1]. Describing an end-of-life
situation where a baby has undergone palliative care and
is at home with family, Interviewee #4F said, “To be
picked up, wrapped in a blanket and held by your mom
until you pass away vs. lying in a hospital crib connected
to vents and monitoring … you improve , in my opinion,
the quality of life at the end because you can’t improve
quality of life anymore with medical support … And then
you also improve the quality of life for the family cause
they get to have that experience.” Thus, EMS providers
could facilitate improved quality of life for both family
and patient by means of relieving suffering in the pre-
hospital environment.
c) Home-based care.
One practitioner mentioned the value of home-based

care and how EMS could play a role in its provision. She
stated that palliative treatment could be administered in
the patient’s home without subsequent transport to a
healthcare facility which is current practice in the South
African environment. Lord et al. found that Australian
paramedics also felt their requirement to transport these
patients to hospital inhibited their ability to provide pal-
liative care [12].

“But now you uproot that entire system and process
… of them being at home and wanting to die at
home because … that’s how the system is designed.”
– Interview #4F.

Home-based palliative care is supported practice in
South Africa however, its implementation is lacking [17].
Current EMS practice in South Africa further adds to
this problem in terms of mandated transport of patients
to a medical facility should treatment have been admin-
istered. The hospitalisations which result increase de-
mand on already strained palliative care resources in the
low-to-middle income (LMIC) setting of South Africa
[17]. Supported palliative care practices and EMS sys-
tems are therefore in conflict. However, EMS systems
could be used to enhance home-based care as EMS
already work in patient homes and are equipped for pre-
hospital healthcare.
An interviewee felt EMS could play an important

role in facilitating transport of patients to their homes
to die in comfort rather than in a medical facility.
While the use of EMS to transport palliative patients
from medical facilities to their home is not described
in literature, the concept is worth researching as it
could result in increased patient comfort, dignity and
respect of patient and family wishes. These concepts
are essential for the appropriate care of palliative pa-
tients [6, 8, 9]. However, this practice may strain
EMS system resources, resulting in negative impact
on service delivery to emergencies.
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These suggested roles are not foreign to EMS providers
[10, 11]. EMS providers are trained in decision-making
processes, patient communication, handover processes,
analgesic strategies and acting as mediators between the
pre- and in-hospital healthcare services [10, 11]. EMS pro-
vider roles may, therefore, be well-suited to the provision
of palliative care as they appear to fulfil the mandate of
palliative care: to improve quality of life [1].

Challenges to pre-hospital palliative care
When considering the implementation and practice of
palliative care in the pre-hospital setting, participants
identified numerous challenges which they felt needed
to be addressed in order to implement prehospital pallia-
tive care programmes. Concerns were a) the current
EMS mindset, b) lack of training, c) resource and scope
of practice considerations, d) EMS system failures and e)
difficulties specific to the pre-hospital field.
a) EMS mindset.
Interviewees highlighted the need for a difference in

approach to patients requiring palliation when compared
to those suffering an emergency. The current EMS
mindset, they explained, is to intervene and get the pa-
tient to hospital alive at all costs; ‘saving lives’ being the
dominant EMS ethos in South Africa as it is in the USA
and Europe [5, 12]. While this may be a major role of
EMS providers, they argued that in end-of-life situations
where medical treatment would be futile, this mindset
would be inappropriate. According to them the para-
digm would need to shift from a life-saving approach to
a relief of suffering approach before prehospital palliative
care could be effective.

“… there’s very much this thing of we as paramedics
need to save every single life. We need to get every sin-
gle patient to hospital alive … So I think it’s gonna be
a big mindset change …” – Interview #1M.

This is common elsewhere around the world, where
EMS providers are forced to abandon their training
when confronted with palliative situations [4–6, 8, 12].
While EMS and palliative mindsets seem to be in con-
flict, it has been suggested they may be complimentary if
integrated [4, 8, 21]. This appears logical based on po-
tential EMS provider functions regarding palliative
patients.
Some participants felt pre-hospital palliative care

would not be well-suited to every EMS provider; only
specific providers with the “capabilities and the will” to
perform palliation would be suitable.

“The number one criteria for me would be people
that are actually passionate about it [palliative
treatment] and interested in it.” – Interview #4F.

This is the recommendation of Lamba, et al. who state
the first step in integrating palliative care with EMS sys-
tems is identifying “EMS-palliative care champions.” [10].
b) Lack of training.
The lack of training at undergraduate level in palliative

care was identified as a challenge. No participants re-
ceived training on the topic until after graduation, where
even then most knowledge was self-gained. Even with
knowledge and experience gained over time, participants
lacked confidence to practice palliative care in the pre-
hospital setting. One participant stated he would be
“hesitant” without training while others expressed their
need for further education on the correct approach to
palliative patients.

“I know now that we need to do it [palliative care], it
can be done safely and should be done for certain
patients. And now it’s just to get more training in
how to do it the correct way.” – Interview #1M.

“I can’t actually remember having been introduced
to the idea of palliative care at all in [undergraduate
level].” – Interview #3F.

Globally, EMS educational material on the subject is
minimal and training has been called for in many studies
[3–5, 8, 13]. This need for training is present in both
physician and paramedic-based EMS systems [3, 5, 8]. A
German study found that while 89% (n = 93) of physi-
cians had encountered palliative care patients, only 32%
(n = 33) were trained in palliative care [9]. While these
data have not been researched in the South African set-
ting, it is likely the need for training is greater due to the
higher burdens of disease.
Two unique points regarding the need for training

were raised by Interviewee #5M. He stated that educa-
tion should be aimed at all levels of EMS providers, in-
cluding BLS, as ALS providers do not respond to the
majority of calls. According to him, this would make
prehospital provision of palliative care more “equitable”.
Secondly, he noted the need for patient and family edu-
cation. They too should receive education on palliative
care to improve communication with EMS providers
about the management of such patients. This is consist-
ent with views of American and Australian paramedics
who likewise found the lack of family education challen-
ging [7, 12].
c) Resource and scope of practice considerations.
Interviewee #4F provided an example from personal

experience of how limited scope of practice fails pallia-
tive care patients: “… there’s someone at home on a vent
and you can hear there’s a bit of extra secretions, there’s
a temperature … patient probably only needs a course of
antibiotics. In reality, in normal life, the mom would put
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her kid in the car and go to the GP and get antibiotics.
Because the child is ventilated she doesn’t have that free-
dom of movement. Now you must arrange a whole big
transfer to hospital.” She concluded by saying, “… that
function should be available to them at home” suggesting
antibiotics be included in ALS scope of practice.
While she and other participants felt scope of practice

and resources were a limiting factor to the provision of
pre-hospital palliative care, others felt these were
adequate.

“… I think from a resource point of view in my current
work setting there’s no reason why it [palliative care]
cannot be implemented.” – Interview #1M.

“… I do believe that we’re very limited from an anal-
gesic … perspective.” – Interview #2M.

Apart from medications, participants did express other
limiting factors regarding palliative care management.
They stated the following was not currently practiced,
but would be useful: on-scene discharge, prescription of
medications and changing of tracheostomies.
German paramedics also have scope of practice limita-

tions which inhibit their ability to provide appropriate
care to palliative patients [2]. In an end-of-life situation
which has deteriorated to cardiac arrest they are forced
to initiate mechanical and pharmacological resuscitative
efforts in the absence of a physician [2]. While South Af-
rican ECPs have more freedom in terms of when to
withhold resuscitative efforts, they still lack in terms of
procedural scope. While EMS provider scopes of prac-
tice may differ around the world, they all may experience
limitations when facing palliative situations.
Resource limitations are not highlighted in prehospital

palliative care studies in HICs [9, 12]. However, to inte-
grate palliative care into EMS systems it is recom-
mended a needs assessment be performed to identify
required resources [10]. This is particularly relevant in
the South African LMIC setting.
d) EMS system failures.
Participants were concerned that when they do imple-

ment appropriate palliative care measures the system
does not defend them and may discipline them. Other
system problems noted were logistical difficulties (i.e.
what hospital should these patients be transported to?),
lack of communication amongst role players and ques-
tions surrounding documentation of palliative care
management.

“I think we have a very valuable role to play, but it’s
almost being limited by how things are structured
…” – Interview #4F.

“The family is telling me not to intubate this patient,
but there was no legal document … so I was advised
[by Medical Officer] to rather go the whole invasive
treatment... So I intubated the patient and I knew
that it was against her wishes and against the
family’s wishes …” – Interview #6F.

According to a study on prehospital palliative care
protocols in the USA, EMS protocols are typically de-
signed for patients requiring curative measures as op-
posed to comfort care [6]. This explains the dilemma
highlighted by Interviewee #6F. EMS provider discom-
fort around deviating from system protocol is well docu-
mented [6, 12, 13]. This has been found to limit their
ability to manage palliative situations [13]. Participants
in this study have similar limitations. The integration of
palliative care into South African EMS systems, there-
fore, appears warranted to improve palliative patient
management.
To further illustrate the dysfunction of the current sys-

tem, one practitioner described a situation where she
was called to a palliative healthcare facility to resuscitate
a patient in cardiac arrest. “Isn’t that where a patient
should be left to die?” she asked. This may be due to a
failure of palliative care in South Africa. A study in
France noted a similar problem revealing that emergency
care was sought in end-of-life situations for patients
already in palliative care in nearly 30% of cases [33]. The
authors labelled this a “disturbing finding” highlighting
the potential lack of training even among palliative care
teams [33].
Despite these system failures, some participants felt

able to perform certain elements of palliative care, such
as providing supportive care rather than full resuscitative
care, in their current setting provided they were able to
justify their management during clinical reviews. Others,
however, feared the risk and felt unable to perform pal-
liative care without repercussions from their employer.
e) Difficulties specific to the pre-hospital field.
Further identified challenges result from unique pre-

hospital patient management difficulties. The inter-
viewees described difficulties in intervention decisions,
dealing with patient family members, gathering informa-
tion and with personal mental health. Determining when
to initiate palliative care presented the potential for
harm to both the practitioners and the patient. A patient
requiring resuscitative treatment for survival could be
mistaken as a terminally ill patient requiring palliation
resulting in adverse outcome. According to participants,
making these decisions is difficult in the prehospital set-
ting as scene-time and information are limited. Further-
more, family and patient wishes may clash with each
other or with practitioner clinical reasoning.
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“… for me personally it was difficult making that de-
cision [palliation vs ALS resuscitation] with 2 mi-
nutes’ worth of history on a patient you’ve never
encountered and that you will never see again after
the call’s over in 30 minutes.” – Interview #1M.

“You might have family members that say yeah you
have to do everything, even though you know this pa-
tient is more eligible for palliative care than resusci-
tation.” – Interview #6F.

“I think from … an emotional welfare point of view
… you need to be comfortable then with the decision
that you made.” – Interview #3F.

The prehospital field is more challenging for health-
care providers than the controlled in-hospital setting
[33, 36, 37]. Ferrand and Marty concur with the partici-
pants of this study that future quality of patient life is
impossible to predict in the emergency pre-hospital set-
ting and thus, viability decisions in palliative situations
are challenging [33]. The lack of on-scene medical infor-
mation available to EMS providers, particularly in pallia-
tive situations, has been highlighted as a challenge
around the world [10, 13, 35]. This has been found to
create conflict between EMS providers, palliative pa-
tients and patient family members as dilemmas develop
over competing interests: patient wishes vs. family
wishes vs. EMS protocols vs. legalities [7, 10, 35].
Advance directives (ADs) and do not attempt resusci-

tation orders (DNARs) can be helpful to healthcare pro-
viders regarding decision making when managing
palliative care patients as they give insight into patient
wishes and legalities of treatment measures [12]. How-
ever, rather than assisting EMS providers in palliative
situations, these documents have been shown to cause
more confusion [2–5, 7, 34]. EMS providers are often
unaware whether their patients have ADs or DNARs
due to lack of available information [5, 7, 10]. Further-
more, when ADs and DNARs are presented, EMS pro-
viders are unsure of their legal implications in
emergency settings as there are no clear guidelines for
their use [2, 12, 34]. In South Africa the same confusion
exists as there is no legal guidance regarding ADs or
DNARs in the pre-hospital setting [38].

Ideas for implementing pre-hospital palliative care
Despite the challenges of pre-hospital palliative care in
South Africa, participants felt implementation was still
necessary and possible. Their ideas for implementation
were a) the creation of guidelines, b) a multi-disciplinary
approach and c) the creation of pre-hospital palliative
care specialists or teams.
a) Creation of guidelines.

To overcome fear of practicing palliative care in their
respective environments due to litigation or company re-
percussions, candidates stated guidelines should be de-
veloped and implemented. This would give them
confidence by providing direction, system, legal and eth-
ical backing when managing palliative patients.

“I think anybody would feel much more comfortable
making those decisions if they knew that higher-up
they would be backed-up.” – Interview #3F.

“I think that [policy] will also just give the practi-
tioner ease of mind to know they’re covered...” –
Interview #1M.

Calls for palliative care guidelines in EMS systems
have been made previously [2, 6, 10]. A recent Canadian
study found the introduction of one such guideline suc-
cessful in improving paramedic comfort and confidence
when performing prehospital palliative care [39]. As spe-
cific guidelines on this topic do not currently exist
within South African EMS structures their development
would be beneficial. This will require further research
on what would constitute safe and effective practice of
pre-hospital palliative care.
b) Multi-disciplinary approach.
Along with guidelines, participants felt pre-hospital

palliative care should involve a multidisciplinary ap-
proach with involvement of others. This would in-
clude family members, treating physicians and other
specialists. The idea would be to ensure that correct
investigations and treatment measures are performed
before officially withdrawing treatment or declaring a
patient for palliation. In so doing the decision-making
regarding patient prognosis and management would
not rest solely on the EMS providers. Thus, the risk
of mistakenly performing palliation on a patient re-
quiring more invasive treatment and vice versa would
be reduced.

“There would’ve had to be a multi-disciplinary ap-
proach with counsellors, with the treating specialist,
with everyone involved, making the decision to say
ok it’s end-of-life, we are going to withdraw continuous
care.” – Interview #4F.

Palliative care itself makes use of a multi-disciplinary
approach [3]. Thus, the integration of palliative care into
EMS would result in EMS providers becoming role
players. Many studies concerning prehospital palliative
care have recommended a multi-disciplinary approach
to provide the best possible care for palliative patients in
all environments [4, 8–10, 35]. This should be consid-
ered in the South African prehospital setting.
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c) Creation of pre-hospital palliative care specialists/
teams.
Participants mentioned the possibility of deploying

specialised pre-hospital palliative care units which would
“fundamentally change the scope” of prehospital health-
care influence. Candidates did not elaborate on what
personnel the unit would consist of; however, a special-
ized unit would be able to incorporate not only EMS
providers, but specialists from other medical disciplines,
providing for a multi-disciplinary approach.

“In my view we might have to have pre-hospital spe-
cialists who have specialized in palliative medicine
… I think it would be such an important additional
component.” – Interview #2M.

“I literally think you could have a specialised unit
dedicated to palliative care. That’s how much of a
need there is for it.” – Interview #4F.

Quality of palliative care in the prehospital setting has
been found to depend on the expertise of the healthcare
providers present [21]. Thus, implementing specialist
prehospital palliative care teams may improve quality of
palliative patient care. While the use of specialist pre-
hospital palliative care teams has not been researched in
South Africa or abroad, Wiese, et al. have stated the ne-
cessity of integrating these specialist teams to support
both the palliative patient as well as EMS providers faced
with palliative situations [3].

Limitations
The qualitative design of the study resulted in the ability
to gather the perspectives of participants however, these
may not be representative of other providers within dif-
fering areas of South Africa or other countries. Further-
more, study participants all graduated from a single
institution. While these limitations to transferability are
apparent, the findings of this study correlate well with
the findings of similar studies performed in other coun-
tries. The voluntary nature of participation in the study
may mean only those with strong feelings about the
topic participated resulting in possible self-selection bias.
However, their opinions should be seen as no less
valuable.

Conclusion
The aim of this study was to begin exploring the topic of
South African prehospital palliative care by gathering
the perspectives of ALS providers within the South Afri-
can private EMS sector concerning prehospital palliative
care importance, feasibility and barriers to practice. Four
categories arose from interview analyses: 1) need for
pre-hospital palliative care, 2) function of pre-hospital

healthcare providers concerning palliative care, 3) chal-
lenges to pre-hospital palliative care and 4) ideas for
implementing pre-hospital palliative care. According to
the interviewees of this study, pre-hospital palliative care
in South Africa is needed and EMS providers can play a
valuable role. However, they identified many challenges
such as a lack of education and EMS system and mind-
set barriers. These barriers, they said, may be overcome
by developing guidelines, training, and a multi-
disciplinary approach. Given the paucity of research on
the topic of prehospital palliative care in South Africa,
the quadruple burden of disease described in literature
and the personal experiences of the participants inter-
viewed, the importance of developing prehospital pallia-
tive care within South Africa is apparent and plans for
implementation should be developed.
Further research should be conducted within different

South African settings, to further expand on the topic of
prehospital palliative care, including the public sector
which services different patient populations and may
have more severe resource limitations. Research is
needed to determine what effect prehospital palliative
care would have on patients as well as develop guidelines
and curricula for training purposes.
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