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What Hospice Care Means for Veterans

When a veteran faces a terminal diagnosis, the path forward carries unique weight. The discipline and
self-reliance cultivated through years of service can make it difficult to accept help or acknowledge
vulnerability. A hospice program built for veterans understands this tension — and is trained to meet
veterans exactly where they are.

Hospice care shifts the clinical goal from cure to comfort. Under the Medicare Hospice Benefit, a
certified agency assumes responsibility for all care related to the terminal diagnosis: medications,
medical equipment, 24-hour nursing access, and a coordinated team of clinical and non-clinical
professionals. It is delivered wherever the veteran lives — home, assisted living, or a skilled nursing
facility.

Eligibility and Timing

Hospice is appropriate when a physician certifies a prognosis of six months or less if the illness follows
its expected course. Veterans with service-connected conditions — including Agent Orange-related
illnesses, toxic exposure diseases, and combat injuries — frequently meet this threshold. Veterans
enrolled in VA healthcare may also access hospice through the VA system; those enrolled in Medicare
Part A access it through the Medicare Hospice Benefit. The earlier a family engages hospice, the
greater the benefit: families who enroll earlier report significantly better symptom control, less crisis-
driven care, and greater peace for everyone involved.

Key Medicare Hospice Benefit Criteria

e Physician-certified prognosis of 6 months or less if the illness runs its expected course
e Patient election to forgo curative treatment for the terminal diagnosis

e Enrollment in Medicare Part A— most veterans 65+ qualify automatically

e Dual-eligible veterans (Medicare + VA or Medicaid) have additional coverage options

® Hospice can be revoked and re-elected; benefit periods do not expire

Clinical and Psychosocial Needs Unique to Veterans

Veterans are not simply patients who happen to have served. Their military experience shapes their
physical health, their emotional landscape, and their relationship with mortality in ways that require

specialized clinical awareness.
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Physical Health Considerations

Decades of research document elevated rates of specific conditions among veterans — many directly
affecting end-of-life care. These include pulmonary disease and lung cancer linked to burn pit exposure
or Agent Orange; cardiovascular disease; musculoskeletal damage from combat injuries; traumatic
brain injury (TBI) that complicates pain communication; higher rates of hepatitis C from blood exposure;
and peripheral neuropathy from toxic chemical exposure. Understanding the veteran's era and theater

of service provides the clinical context necessary for sound symptom management decisions.

Post-Traumatic Stress and Moral Injury at End of Life

Veterans who successfully managed psychological symptoms for decades may experience a resurgence
as death approaches. Physical decline, loss of independence, and proximity to mortality can reactivate
deeply conditioned trauma responses. Clinical presentations to monitor include: intrusive memories or
flashbacks; hypervigilance and exaggerated startle response; nighttime agitation misdiagnosed as

dementia; emotional withdrawal; and expressions of guilt or shame rooted in moral injury.

Moral injury — suffering that arises when a service member acted against their own ethical code, or
witnessed actions that violated it — is distinct from PTSD and often presents as a profound spiritual
crisis near death. It requires a witness: a skilled chaplain or social worker willing to sit with the veteran's
story without judgment and help them locate meaning, forgiveness, or simply acknowledgment.

Military Sexual Trauma

Military sexual trauma (MST) affects veterans of all genders and is chronically underreported. In the
hospice setting, routine physical care can inadvertently re-traumatize MST survivors if not delivered with
extraordinary sensitivity. All care staff must receive MST orientation, including how to clearly
communicate, obtain consent for every physical interaction, and recognize behavioral distress signals
during care.

Trauma-Informed Care Protocols for Veteran Hospice Teams

® Announce yourself before entering a veteran's space — always

* Explain every care procedure before beginning it and obtain consent

e Offer choices and control at every opportunity, even in small decisions

* Never interpret emotional withdrawal as indifference — it is often self-protection

e Create space for narrative: veterans often need to tell their story before they can rest

e Assign consistent caregivers for veterans with trauma histories

The Interdisciplinary Care Team
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Hospice care is not organized around a single clinician — it is delivered by a coordinated
interdisciplinary team (IDT). Under Medicare Conditions of Participation, the core team must include a
physician, registered nurse, social worker, and chaplain or pastoral counselor. For veteran patients, this
team is augmented by veteran-specific roles.

Core Team Roles

*  Hospice Medical Director / Attending Physician: Oversees medical care, certifies prognosis, and
manages symptom protocols. Must be familiar with service-related conditions and the

intersection of VA and Medicare coverage.

* RN Case Manager: Primary clinical contact. Conducts regular in-home assessments, manages
medications, educates families on the dying process, and serves as the communication hub for
the team.

*  Hospice Social Worker: Addresses psychosocial, practical, and logistical needs — including VA
benefits navigation, family systems support, and care transition planning.

+ Chaplain / Spiritual Care Provider: Accompanies veterans in questions of legacy, worth,
forgiveness, and meaning — without imposing religious answers. Facilitates rituals of
recognition and closure.

+  Certified Home Health Aide: Delivers personal care with the most frequent patient contact. For
veterans with trauma histories, consistent aide assignment is a clinical priority, not a courtesy.

*  Veteran Volunteers: Former service members who offer companionship grounded in shared
experience. They can listen to combat stories with genuine understanding and participate in

recognition ceremonies in ways no clinical credential can replicate.

|dentifying and Supporting Veteran Patients

Veteran identification must begin at the first point of contact. Every patient admitted to a veteran-
specialized hospice is asked about military service — triggering a comprehensive protocol that shapes
the care plan from day one. Military history collected at intake includes branch of service, dates, theater
of operation, discharge character, and known service-connected conditions. This is clinical intelligence,
not administrative data.

Individualized Veteran Care Planning

A veteran's care plan is never a standard template. It reflects the specific history, diagnosis, family

system, and definition of a good death that belongs to this individual. Key components include:

+  Service-related clinical considerations and targeted symptom management protocols
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+ Psychosocial goals addressing trauma, moral injury, or grief specific to military experience

+ Spiritual goals reflecting the veteran's meaning-making, legacy needs, and relationship with

their service
+  Benefits coordination: VA pension, compensation, survivor benefits, and burial planning
* Recognition activities: pinning ceremony, life review, flag or medal presentation, bedside salute

+  Family education plan addressing veteran-specific communication dynamics and caregiver

support

Under Medicare hospice standards, the care plan must be reviewed at least every 15 days and after any
significant change. In veteran hospice, changes in psychological or behavioral status — not only

physical symptoms — warrant immediate plan revision and team response.

Veterans Benefits: What Families Need to Know

The Department of Veterans Affairs administers one of the most comprehensive benefit systems in the
world — and one of the most difficult to navigate without expert guidance. Many veterans reach end of
life without accessing benefits they legally earned. A veteran-centered hospice treats benefits

navigation as a clinical responsibility, not an optional add-on.

Service-Connected Compensation

Veterans who developed a disability or illness attributable to active service receive monthly tax-free
compensation rated from 0% to 100%. For terminal veterans, this benefit has two critical dimensions: it
provides ongoing income that reduces end-of-life financial burden; and if the veteran's death is
determined service-connected, surviving spouses and dependent children may qualify for Dependency

and Indemnity Compensation (DIC) — a separate, ongoing survivor benefit.

Non-Service-Connected Pension and Aid & Attendance

Veterans who served during a recognized wartime period and have limited income may qualify for VA
pension regardless of whether their terminal illness is service-connected. Within this program, the Aid
and Attendance supplement provides additional monthly payments to veterans who need regular
assistance with activities of daily living — a criterion most hospice patients meet. This benefit is

frequently overlooked, even by veterans who have engaged the VA for years.

Survivor Benefits

When a veteran dies, two pathways exist for surviving spouses and dependents: Dependency and
Indemnity Compensation (DIC), available when death was service-connected or the veteran held a

100% disability rating for 10+ years; and Survivors Pension (Death Pension), a need-based benefit for
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qualifying survivors of wartime veterans. Families should initiate DIC claims as early as possible, as
processing timelines can extend well beyond the date of death.

Benefits Most Commonly Overlooked

e Aid and Attendance pension supplement for veterans requiring ADL assistance
e Death Pension for surviving spouses of wartime veterans with limited income

e DIC for spouses of veterans with 10+ years at 100% disability rating

e Burial and funeral allowances for VA-enrolled or service-connected veterans

e State property tax exemptions for disabled veterans (varies by state)

e VA life insurance programs — some remain active decades after discharge

Essential Documents and the Benefits Process

Access to nearly every VA benefit — financial, memorial, and burial — requires documentation of
military service. Beginning this process early, with hospice team support, prevents last-minute
complications and ensures no earned benefit goes unclaimed.

The DD-214: Your Most Critical Document

The DD-214 (Certificate of Release or Discharge from Active Duty) establishes the veteran's period of
service, character of discharge, military occupational specialty, and decorations received. Without it,
benefit claims cannot be processed and VA National Cemetery burial cannot be arranged. If the
original is unavailable, a certified copy is free through the National Archives eVetRecs portal
(archives.gov/veterans/military-service-records) or by mailing Standard Form 180. Requests may be

expedited for terminal illness — the hospice team assists with this.

Other Documents to Gather

Depending on the benefits being claimed, families should also locate: birth certificates for the veteran
and dependents; marriage certificate for survivor benefit claims; prior VA rating decisions or
correspondence; medical records documenting service-connected conditions; and financial
documentation for need-based pension claims. Organizing these documents in a single accessible file

before a crisis occurs is among the most practical acts of preparation a family can take.

Veteran Service Officers

County and state Veteran Service Officers (VSOs) are VA-accredited claims agents who provide free

assistance filing benefits claims. They are essential partners for the hospice social worker — bringing
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specialized claims knowledge and strong working relationships with VA regional offices. Find the full

VSO directory at va.gov/vso.

Burial, Memorial, and Recognition Benefits

Military service earns veterans memorial rights that reflect the nation's obligation of honor. These
benefits are not automatic — they must be applied for and, in some cases, requested in advance of

death. Planning with the hospice team ensures no tribute is missed.

VA National Cemetery

Veterans discharged under conditions other than dishonorable are entitled to burial in one of 150+ VA
National Cemeteries. In most cases, the surviving spouse is eligible as well. Burial costs — gravesite,
opening and closing, headstone or marker, and perpetual care — are covered by the VA at no cost to
the family. Spaces cannot be reserved in advance; scheduling is coordinated at time of need.

Private Burial Allowances

Veterans choosing private burial may still access VA burial and funeral allowances (filed on VA Form
21P-530), with amounts ranging up to $2,000 for service-connected deaths. Eligibility requires a

discharge other than dishonorable and at least one additional qualifying criterion.
Memorial Benefits at a Glance

Government Headstone or Marker Military Funeral Honors
Furnished free to any cemetery worldwide Flag folding, presentation, and Taps

Must be requested in advance (VA Form 40-1330) Conducted by uniformed Armed Forces

personnel

United States Flag

Provided free for eligible veterans Presidential Memorial Certificate

Presented to next of kin at funeral Signed by the sitting President

Request via VA Form 27-2008 Multiple copies available to family
Apply via VA Form 40-0247

Recognition During Life

Many of the most meaningful tributes occur while the veteran is still living. A veteran-specialized

hospice facilitates:

*  Pinning ceremonies — formal recognition of service in the presence of family and the care team
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+  Life review and legacy projects — recorded oral histories, memory books, video messages, and
ethical wills

* Medal replacement — lost service medals replaced via the eVetRecs application (archives.gov)
or SF-180

* Bedside salutes — a formal salute during the active dying phase, offered by veteran volunteers

or team members

Family Support, Bereavement, and Legacy

Hospice care has never been solely for the patient. The family unit — however the veteran defines it —
is the unit of care. Family distress directly affects the patient's comfort and security, and grief does not

end at death. It continues, transforms, and requires sustained support.

Caregiver Preparation and Support

The hospice team educates families on what to expect as the illness progresses, how to communicate
with a patient whose verbal ability is diminishing, and how to protect their own well-being while
caregiving. For military families, this includes understanding the psychological dynamics specific to their
veteran's service history — so that difficult moments, when they arise, are met with comprehension
rather than fear. Respite care, a Medicare-covered benefit, provides temporary inpatient placement for

the patient so caregivers can rest.

Bereavement Services

Under Medicare hospice standards, certified agencies must provide bereavement services to surviving
family members for a minimum of 13 months following the patient's death. At a specialized hospice,
this includes regular follow-up from a bereavement coordinator, grief support groups (including military
family-specific groups), referrals to licensed therapists for complex grief presentations, and anniversary
and holiday outreach. Families of veterans may grieve experiences that were shared for the first time in
the final months of life — their bereavement support must account for this.

Legacy and Meaning-Making

Veterans carry stories they often believe no one can fully understand. When the hospice team creates
genuine space for those stories — through skilled listening, narrative work, and structured legacy
projects — the therapeutic effect can be profound. Legacy letters, recorded oral histories, memory
books, and ethical wills give veterans a tangible way to transmit experience, values, and love to those
they leave behind. These projects reduce the fear that their story will be lost, and they provide family
members with enduring artifacts of connection.
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Choosing the Right Hospice for a Veteran

Not all hospice agencies are equipped to serve veterans at the level they deserve. The Medicare
Hospice Benefit funds a baseline of services — but the clinical depth, benefits expertise, and veteran-
specific infrastructure that determine whether a veteran dies in peace exist on a wide spectrum. Ask the

following questions when evaluating any hospice agency:

+  Does the agency systematically identify veteran status at admission, and collect military history

as part of the clinical record?

* Has the full team — clinical, volunteer, and administrative — received training in veteran trauma,
PTSD, and moral injury?

* Is there a dedicated benefits coordinator on staff, or is benefits navigation a collateral duty for

an already-stretched social worker?

*  Does the agency have established relationships with the VA regional office, county VSOs, and

local veterans service organizations?

* What specific recognition programs — pinning ceremonies, legacy projects, medal replacement,
bedside salutes — are offered?

* What does the bereavement program include, and does it address the specific grief experience
of military families?

A veteran-specialized hospice builds its entire infrastructure around a single question: What does this
veteran need to die with dignity, peace, and the full recognition they have earned? The answer to that
question drives every hiring decision, training investment, volunteer recruitment effort, and care

planning conversation.

Veteran Service Organizations and Community Resources

Beyond the VA, a network of veteran service organizations (VSOs) and non-profit resources provides
financial assistance, peer support, legal advocacy, and community connection. Comfort Hospice

maintains active relationships with these organizations and can facilitate introductions on your behalf.
National VSOs with VA-Chartered Benefits Authority

American Legion — legion.org Iraq & Afghanistan Veterans of America — iava.org

Founded 1919; benefits advocacy and community First VSO dedicated to post-9/11 veterans

programs
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Vietnam Veterans of America — vva.org

Veterans of Foreign Wars (VFW) — vfw.org Exclusively serves Vietnam-era veterans and
Combat veterans; survivor support, benefits families
assistance
American Veterans for Equal Rights — aver.us
Disabled American Veterans (DAV) — dav.org Advocacy and support for LGBTQ+ veterans

: g c g nationwi
Free claims assistance for disabled veterans since ationwide

1920

Mental Health and Crisis Resources

*  Veterans Cirisis Line: 1-800-273-TALK (8255), press 1 — or text 838255 — available 24/7

* Vet Centers: Community-based counseling for PTSD, MST, and readjustment —

vetcenter.va.gov
* VA PTSD Program Locator: evidence-based treatment programs nationwide — ptsd.va.gov

+  Caregiver Support Line: 1-855-260-3274 — dedicated support for family caregivers of veterans

State and Local Resources

Every state maintains its own Department of Veterans Affairs with programs that supplement federal VA
benefits. Many counties employ County Veteran Service Officers (CVSOs) who provide free,
personalized claims assistance and frequently process claims faster than federal channels alone.
Comfort Hospice social workers have established working relationships with these offices and can make
direct introductions on your behalf.

Contact Comfort Hospice — We Are Here for You

You should not have to navigate this alone. The team at Comfort Hospice is purpose-built to serve
veterans and their families with the clinical depth, benefits expertise, and human understanding that
this chapter of life demands. Whether you are exploring hospice for the first time, managing an urgent
transition, or simply trying to understand what your veteran has earned through decades of service —
we are ready to help, at any hour.
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VA Benefits Reference Numbers

VA Benefits: 1-800-827-1000 va.gov — General veteran information

Healthcare Benefits & Enrollment: 1-877-222-8387 benefits.va.gov — Benefits claims and forms

National Cemetery Administration: 1-800-535-1117  cem.va.gov — Burial and memorial benefits

Headstones & Markers: 1-800-697-6947 ptsd.va.gov — PTSD resources and tools
Veterans Crisis Line: 1-800-273-TALK (8255) archives.gov/veterans — DD-214 and medal
requests

Every day of a veteran's life was a day lived in service to others.
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HOSPICE CARE

N—/

How We Can Help You Today:
Comfort Hospice

e Schedule a no-obligation care consultation
Telephone: (215) 764-3610  Determine hospice eligibility for your veteran
Fax: (215) 764-3611 e |dentify VA benefits you may not know you

veterans@mycomforthospice.org have earned

653 W. Skippack Pike, Suite 300-76 * Assist with DD-214 or separation paper
requests

Blue Bell, Pennsylvania

e Support your family from day one through

bereavement
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