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Advanced Certificate in Palliative Oral Health

Ethical and Legal Considerations in Palliative
Dentistry

Advance Directive – Related terms: living will, healthcare proxy. A written statement that specifies a patient’s
preferences for dental and medical treatment when they can no longer communicate. Example: a patient
with terminal cancer outlines desire for pain‑relief‑only oral care. Challenge: ensuring the directive is
up‑to‑date and accessible to the dental team.

Advance Care Planning – Related terms: advance directive, shared decision‑making. A continuous process of
discussing future health‑care wishes, including oral health, with patients, families, and clinicians. Practical
application: scheduling a planning visit early in the disease trajectory. Challenge: navigating cultural
differences in discussing death.

American Dental Association (ADA) Code of Ethics – Related terms: professional standards, ethical
guidelines. The official set of principles governing dentists’ conduct, emphasizing patient autonomy,
beneficence, non‑maleficence, and justice. Example: using the Code to justify withholding aggressive dental
procedures that cause undue suffering. Challenge: interpreting broad principles in complex palliative
scenarios.

Beneficence – Related terms: non‑maleficence, patient‑centered care. The ethical duty to act in the patient’s
best interest, promoting comfort and quality of life. Practical application: selecting a soft‑diet diet to reduce
oral trauma. Challenge: balancing beneficence with patient autonomy when wishes conflict.

Bioethics Committee – Related terms: ethics consultation, institutional review board. A multidisciplinary
group that reviews difficult ethical cases, providing recommendations for dental care in palliative settings.
Example: consulting the committee when a patient refuses life‑sustaining oral hygiene. Challenge: obtaining
timely input during urgent care needs.

Boundaries of Care – Related terms: scope of practice, interdisciplinary collaboration. The limits within which
a palliative dentist provides services, recognizing when to refer to specialists or hospice teams. Practical
application: referring a patient with uncontrolled oral infection to a maxillofacial surgeon. Challenge:
avoiding over‑extension while maintaining continuity.

Capacity Assessment – Related terms: competence evaluation, informed consent. The process of
determining a patient’s mental ability to understand treatment options and make decisions. Example: using
a Mini‑Mental State Examination before planning a prosthetic. Challenge: fluctuating capacity in progressive
neurological disease.

Clinical Documentation – Related terms: medical record, legal evidence. Accurate, contemporaneous
recording of assessments, decisions, consent, and care provided. Practical application: noting patient’s
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expressed wish to avoid invasive procedures. Challenge: ensuring documentation meets both clinical and
legal standards without breaching confidentiality.

Confidentiality – Related terms: HIPAA, privacy. The ethical and legal obligation to protect patient
information from unauthorized disclosure. Example: sharing oral health status with a hospice nurse only
after patient consent. Challenge: balancing information sharing for coordinated care with privacy
protections.

Consent, Informed – Related terms: capacity assessment, advance directive. A process where the patient
receives adequate information, understands risks and benefits, and voluntarily agrees to treatment. Practical
application: explaining the limited benefit of a dental extraction in a frail patient. Challenge: obtaining valid
consent when language barriers exist.

Conscientious Objection – Related terms: ethical dilemma, patient rights. A practitioner’s refusal to provide
a service that conflicts with personal moral or religious beliefs. Example: a dentist declines to place a
feeding tube‑related prosthesis. Challenge: ensuring the patient’s access to care despite the objection.

Continuity of Care – Related terms: care coordination, interdisciplinary team. Maintaining consistent dental
management across settings (hospital, home, hospice). Practical application: transferring oral health records
to a community nurse. Challenge: gaps in communication leading to duplicated or missed interventions.

Culture‑Sensitive Care – Related terms: cultural competence, patient values. Recognizing and respecting
cultural beliefs that influence oral health decisions. Example: accommodating a family’s preference for
natural remedies alongside palliative dental care. Challenge: integrating cultural practices without
compromising safety.

Dental Ethics Committee – Related terms: bioethics committee, professional standards. A specialized group
within a dental institution that reviews ethical issues specific to oral health. Practical application: seeking
guidance on withholding a denture adjustment that may cause pain. Challenge: limited availability in
smaller practices.

Dental Home – Related terms: patient‑centered medical home, care coordination. A continuous,
comprehensive oral health care model that supports patients throughout disease progression. Example:
establishing a dental home early for a patient with ALS. Challenge: integrating dental home with medical
hospice services.

Dolor – Related terms: pain management, comfort care. The Latin term for pain; a central focus of palliative
dentistry is alleviating oral discomfort. Practical application: prescribing topical anesthetic for mucosal
ulceration. Challenge: differentiating pain from anxiety‑related discomfort.

Duty of Care – Related terms: legal responsibility, standard of practice. The legal obligation to provide
competent, appropriate dental services. Example: ensuring proper infection control during home visits.
Challenge: defining duty when patient’s prognosis is uncertain.

End‑of‑Life Care – Related terms: hospice, palliative dentistry. The period when a patient’s disease is
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incurable and focus shifts to comfort. Practical application: limiting prophylactic procedures that have no
immediate benefit. Challenge: predicting when to transition from curative to comfort‑oriented care.

Euthanasia – Related terms: physician‑assisted suicide, legal statutes. The intentional ending of life to relieve
suffering; legality varies by jurisdiction. Example: understanding local law to avoid involvement in illegal
acts. Challenge: navigating personal ethical stance while respecting patient autonomy.

Family‑Centred Decision‑Making – Related terms: shared decision‑making, proxy consent. Involving family
members in treatment choices, especially when patient capacity is impaired. Practical application: discussing
denture removal with relatives. Challenge: managing family conflict when preferences differ.

Fiduciary Responsibility – Related terms: trust relationship, ethical duty. The legal and ethical obligation to
act in the patient’s best interest, placing their welfare above personal gain. Example: refusing financial
incentives for unnecessary procedures. Challenge: recognizing subtle pressures that may breach fiduciary
duty.

Fluoridation Policy – Related terms: preventive care, risk‑benefit analysis. Guidelines governing fluoride use
in palliative patients, balancing caries prevention against potential mucosal irritation. Practical application:
prescribing low‑dose fluoride rinses for a patient with xerostomia. Challenge: limited evidence for optimal
dosing in frail populations.

Geriatric Oral Health Assessment Tool (GOHAT) – Related terms: screening instrument, risk assessment. A
validated checklist for evaluating oral health needs in older adults. Example: using GOHAT to prioritize care
for a hospice patient. Challenge: adapting the tool for patients with severe cognitive decline.

Health Care Proxy – Related terms: legal surrogate, advance directive. A person legally authorized to make
health‑care decisions when the patient is incapacitated. Practical application: obtaining proxy consent for a
dental extraction. Challenge: confirming proxy’s authority across state lines.

Informed Refusal – Related terms: patient autonomy, documentation. When a competent patient declines
recommended treatment after understanding consequences. Example: a patient declines a mandibular
denture despite risk of aspiration. Challenge: documenting refusal to protect against legal claims.

Institutional Review Board (IRB) – Related terms: research ethics, human subjects protection. A committee
that reviews research protocols involving human participants, including palliative dentistry studies. Practical
application: submitting a study on oral pain scales for hospice patients. Challenge: ensuring minimal burden
on vulnerable participants.

Interdisciplinary Collaboration – Related terms: team‑based care, care coordination. Working jointly with
physicians, nurses, social workers, and pharmacists to address comprehensive needs. Example: coordinating
with a speech therapist for a patient with dysphagia. Challenge: aligning schedules and communication
platforms.

International Classification of Diseases (ICD‑10) Coding – Related terms: billing, clinical documentation.
Standardized codes for diagnoses, including oral conditions, used for reimbursement and data collection.
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Practical application: coding “oral mucositis” for a palliative patient. Challenge: ensuring accurate coding to
avoid claim denials.

Legal Liability – Related terms: negligence, malpractice. The potential for civil or criminal penalties when a
dentist fails to meet the standard of care. Example: a patient suffers a fracture from an improperly placed
denture. Challenge: maintaining adequate malpractice insurance in high‑risk settings.

Malpractice Insurance – Related terms: professional indemnity, risk management. Coverage that protects
dentists against claims of negligence. Practical application: verifying policy includes home‑visit services.
Challenge: higher premiums for practitioners in palliative care due to perceived risk.

Medical‑Dental Integration – Related terms: interdisciplinary collaboration, holistic care. The coordinated
approach that aligns oral health with overall medical management. Example: integrating oral pain
assessment into a patient’s daily hospice chart. Challenge: overcoming siloed health‑record systems.

Medication‑Induced Xerostomia – Related terms: dry mouth, saliva substitutes. Reduced salivary flow
caused by drugs commonly used in palliative care (e.g., opioids, antihistamines). Practical application:
recommending sugar‑free lozenges. Challenge: managing severe xerostomia that predisposes to
candidiasis.

Non‑Maleficence – Related terms: beneficence, risk avoidance. The ethical principle of “do no harm,”
guiding dentists to avoid interventions that increase suffering. Example: deciding against a complex crown
on a terminally ill patient. Challenge: distinguishing unavoidable harm from therapeutic benefit.

Oral Health Quality of Life (OHQoL) – Related terms: patient‑reported outcomes, assessment tools. A
measure of how oral conditions affect daily activities, comfort, and social interaction. Practical application:
using OHQoL surveys to track improvement after a denture adjustment. Challenge: adapting instruments for
patients with limited communication.

Oral Mucositis Management – Related terms: pain control, supportive care. Strategies to prevent and treat
inflammation of the oral mucosa, a common side effect of chemotherapy and radiotherapy. Example:
applying benzydamine mouthwash. Challenge: limited evidence for optimal dosing in hospice settings.

Oral Palliative Care – Related terms: symptom management, comfort‑focused dentistry. The subset of
palliative medicine dedicated to alleviating oral symptoms such as pain, infection, and functional
impairment. Practical application: providing gentle debridement of necrotic tissue. Challenge: balancing
intervention intensity with patient stamina.

Patient Advocacy – Related terms: autonomy, ethical duty. Acting on behalf of the patient to ensure their
wishes are respected and their needs met. Example: speaking up when a hospice policy limits necessary oral
hygiene supplies. Challenge: navigating institutional constraints.

Patient‑Centred Care – Related terms: shared decision‑making, respect for preferences. An approach that
places the individual’s values, needs, and desires at the core of planning. Practical application: customizing a
denture schedule to match the patient’s energy levels. Challenge: reconciling patient wishes with clinical
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feasibility.

Patient‑Reported Outcome Measures (PROMs) – Related terms: OHQoL, clinical assessment. Instruments
that capture the patient’s perspective on symptoms and treatment impact. Example: using a visual analog
scale for oral pain. Challenge: ensuring PROMs are usable for patients with limited speech.

Pharmacologic Pain Management – Related terms: opioids, adjunctive agents. The use of medications to
control oral discomfort, often coordinated with the medical team. Practical application: prescribing
low‑dose morphine for severe mucosal pain. Challenge: monitoring for side effects such as constipation
that may exacerbate oral issues.

Palliative Dental Ethics – Related terms: beneficence, non‑maleficence. The moral framework guiding dental
decisions in end‑of‑life care, emphasizing comfort, dignity, and respect. Example: choosing a minimally
invasive approach for a fractured tooth. Challenge: limited literature specific to dental ethics in hospice.

Palliative Dentistry – Related terms: oral palliative care, comfort‑focused treatment. The discipline that
provides dental services aimed at relieving pain, infection, and functional loss for patients with life‑limiting
illness. Practical application: performing a simple extraction to prevent aspiration. Challenge: integrating
dental services into existing hospice structures.

Palliative Oral Health Assessment – Related terms: GOHAT, clinical examination. A focused evaluation that
identifies urgent oral problems, functional limitations, and psychosocial concerns. Example: assessing for
tongue edema that may impede speech. Challenge: completing thorough assessments within limited visit
times.

Patient Capacity – Related terms: competence evaluation, informed consent. The mental ability to
understand information, appreciate consequences, and communicate a choice. Practical application: using a
simple decision‑making capacity tool before proceeding with a prosthetic. Challenge: fluctuating capacity in
neurodegenerative disease.

Patient Dignity – Related terms: respect, holistic care. Maintaining the sense of self‑worth and privacy during
oral examinations and procedures. Example: covering the patient’s torso while performing a mouth exam.
Challenge: ensuring dignity when home environments lack privacy.

Patient Rights – Related terms: autonomy, informed consent. Legal entitlements that include receiving
information, refusing treatment, and accessing care. Practical application: providing written information on
oral care options. Challenge: patients may be unaware of these rights in hospice settings.

Patient Safety – Related terms: infection control, risk management. Ensuring that dental interventions do not
cause harm, especially in immunocompromised or frail patients. Example: using sterile instruments for a
home‑based extraction. Challenge: limited resources in non‑clinical environments.

Professional Boundaries – Related terms: ethical conduct, dual relationships. Maintaining appropriate
relationships with patients, avoiding over‑familiarity that could impair judgment. Practical application:
limiting personal contact to clinical encounters. Challenge: small hospice teams may blur lines between

Read online: https://learnuni.com/glossaries/5370267/ethical-and-
legal-considerations-in-palliative-dentistry

LearnUNI · 20 Jun 2026



G LO S S A RY

professional and personal roles.

Professional Competence – Related terms: continuing education, scope of practice. The requirement to
possess the knowledge, skills, and attitudes necessary for safe palliative dental care. Example: completing a
certificate in palliative oral health. Challenge: staying current with evolving guidelines.

Prognostic Uncertainty – Related terms: clinical judgment, care planning. The difficulty in predicting disease
trajectory, which influences timing of dental interventions. Practical application: opting for temporary
solutions when life expectancy is unclear. Challenge: avoiding overtreatment while not neglecting
symptomatic needs.

Quality Assurance – Related terms: clinical audit, performance improvement. Systematic processes to
monitor and improve the standard of palliative dental services. Example: reviewing case logs for compliance
with consent documentation. Challenge: limited data collection tools in hospice settings.

Radiographic Indications – Related terms: diagnostic imaging, radiation safety. Determining when
radiographs are necessary for palliative patients, balancing diagnostic benefit against radiation exposure.
Practical application: using a panoramic radiograph to assess a painful mandibular lesion. Challenge: patient
positioning difficulties due to limited mobility.

Remote Consultations – Related terms: tele‑dentistry, virtual care. Providing dental advice via video or
phone, useful for patients unable to travel. Example: guiding a caregiver on oral hygiene techniques.
Challenge: ensuring accurate assessment without visual examination.

Risk‑Benefit Analysis – Related terms: clinical decision‑making, ethical justification. Systematic evaluation of
potential harms versus expected benefits of a dental procedure. Practical application: weighing the risk of
anesthesia against the pain relief from a simple extraction. Challenge: quantifying benefits in terms of
quality of life.

Safeguarding – Related terms: vulnerability, mandatory reporting. Protecting patients from abuse, neglect,
or exploitation, especially when they are dependent. Example: reporting suspected neglect of oral hygiene
by a caregiver. Challenge: distinguishing neglect from patient’s own refusal.

Scope of Practice – Related terms: professional competence, regulatory standards. The defined range of
services a dentist is legally permitted to provide. Practical application: confirming that home‑based
extractions are allowed in the jurisdiction. Challenge: variations in regulations across states or countries.

Shared Decision‑Making – Related terms: patient‑centred care, informed consent. Collaborative process
where clinicians and patients (or proxies) discuss options and jointly decide on a plan. Example: deliberating
between a removable denture and no prosthesis. Challenge: time constraints in urgent palliative contexts.

Standard of Care – Related terms: legal liability, professional competence. The level of care that a reasonably
competent practitioner would provide under similar circumstances. Practical application: following
evidence‑based guidelines for managing oral candidiasis. Challenge: limited evidence specific to terminally
ill populations.
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Statutory Obligations – Related terms: legal liability, mandatory reporting. Laws that require certain actions,
such as reporting communicable diseases or suspected abuse. Example: reporting a case of oral herpes in a
hospice patient. Challenge: staying current with evolving statutes.

Stomatitis – Related terms: oral mucositis, infection control. Inflammation of the oral mucosa, often painful
and exacerbated by medication side effects. Practical application: prescribing gentle saline rinses. Challenge:
distinguishing stomatitis from fungal infection without laboratory confirmation.

Therapeutic Relationship – Related terms: trust, patient advocacy. The professional bond built on mutual
respect, communication, and shared goals. Example: establishing rapport with a patient who has limited
speech. Challenge: maintaining therapeutic alliance when treatment options are limited.

Treatment Refusal – Related terms: informed refusal, patient autonomy. When a competent patient declines
a recommended dental procedure. Practical application: documenting the refusal and offering alternative
symptom‑relief measures. Challenge: ensuring the patient fully understands potential consequences.

Tele‑Dentistry – Related terms: remote consultations, digital health. Use of electronic communication to
deliver dental care, education, and monitoring. Example: sending photos of a lesion for remote assessment.
Challenge: maintaining confidentiality and data security.

Therapeutic Equipoise – Related terms: ethical dilemma, clinical uncertainty. The genuine uncertainty within
the professional community regarding the best treatment. Practical application: discussing both options
when evidence is inconclusive. Challenge: communicating uncertainty without causing patient distress.

Therapeutic Intervention – Related terms: palliative dentistry, symptom management. Any dental procedure
or recommendation aimed at relieving pain, infection, or functional loss. Example: applying a fluoride
varnish to protect a vulnerable tooth. Challenge: selecting interventions that align with patient goals.

Treatment Goal Alignment – Related terms: patient‑centred care, shared decision‑making. Ensuring that the
dental plan reflects the patient’s overall health objectives. Practical application: prioritizing comfort over
aesthetics for a terminal patient. Challenge: reconciling differing priorities among family members.

Trauma‑Informed Care – Related terms: patient dignity, psychological safety. An approach that recognizes
past or present trauma and seeks to avoid re‑triggering it during dental care. Example: explaining each step
before touching the oral tissues. Challenge: identifying trauma histories in patients with limited
communication.

Vulnerable Populations – Related terms: ethical considerations, legal protections. Groups at heightened risk
of exploitation, such as the elderly, cognitively impaired, or those with limited social support. Practical
application: extra vigilance in obtaining consent from a cognitively impaired patient. Challenge: balancing
protection with respect for autonomy.

Wound Healing Impairment – Related terms: infection risk, nutrition. Delayed or poor healing of oral tissues
due to systemic disease, medication, or malnutrition. Example: postponing a surgical extraction until
nutritional status improves. Challenge: limited ability to modify systemic factors in hospice.
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Wound Management Protocol – Related terms: infection control, palliative care guidelines. Structured steps
for caring for oral wounds, including debridement, dressing, and analgesia. Practical application: using a
non‑adhesive dressing for a buccal ulcer. Challenge: obtaining appropriate supplies in a home setting.

Zero‑Tolerance Policy for Abuse – Related terms: safeguarding, mandatory reporting. Institutional stance
that any form of abuse toward patients is unacceptable and will be reported. Example: reporting suspected
neglect of oral hygiene. Challenge: ensuring staff are trained to recognize subtle forms of neglect.
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