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As an internist 
who works in 
a hospital, how 
did you first 
get interested 
in palliative 

care?  Sort of the weird thing 
is that I never set out to be any 
kind of advocate for end-of-
life issues. But really early on 
in my residency, I experienced 
so many patients in the ICU 
who were dying of lung cancer, 
of liver disease, of end-stage 
something and I realized that 
nothing that we were going to do 
was really going to reverse their 
age or their underlying medical 
problems. But nonetheless we 
were still kind of doing things to 
them because we could and not 
because we necessarily should. 
It turns out that far too many 
people spend their last moments 
of life suffering. They’re in pain. 
They’re hidden away from their 
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Shoshana Ungerleider is a leading palliative care advocate as well 
as a practicing physician at California Pacific Medical Center in 
San Francisco. In her work as an activist and educator on end-of-
life issues, she’s been focused on creating a more human-centered 
approach to how we die. To this end, Ungerleider has started a 
philanthropic organization dedicated to education about end-
of-life issues, launched an annual symposium on the end-of-life 
experience called End Well, and helped produce documentary 
films on the subject, including the Oscar-nominated Extremis 
and End Game, which was released on Netflix earlier this month. 
The Business Times spoke to her about what’s behind her passion 
for palliative care and how a better understanding of death is 
essential to a better health care experience.

FINDING 
A BETTER 
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With an Oscar nomination and a new 
Netflix documentary, CPMC Dr. Shoshana 
Ungerleider is becoming a leading 
voice for changing end-of-life care

Fads and fashions from the 
1970s aged badly. But if pet 
rocks and platform shoes 
mercifully came and went, 
public policy from that era 
has proven more durable — 

and damaging. Two housing policies in 
particular continue to hold great sway 
in California and San Francisco. As they 
approach their 40th birthdays, both are 
increasingly ill-suited to our times.

The state’s defining measure is Prop. 
13. This week’s Business Times details 
some of the deleterious ways the 1978 
tax break hobbles the California of 
today. San Francisco’s is rent control. 
A year younger, over the years it has 
developed into one of the nation’s most 
draconian restrictions on rent increases.

At first glance, Prop. 13 and rent con-
trol would seem more different than 
alike. One holds down costs for prop-
erty owners, the other for renters. One 
hails from the right side of the political 
spectrum, the other from the left.

But their effects have been similar. 
Both measures discourage mobility by 
providing an incentive to stay put: Who, 
after all, is going to give up a great deal 
now that is legally guaranteed to get 
even better next year? Housing avail-
ability suffers as a result.

Both worsen our age-oriented 
inequality. Their benefits compound 
over time, meaning they accrue steadily 
and disproportionately to the old. Costs 
— in market-rate rents, multiply-high-
er taxes or shrunken opportunities for 
wealth-building — shift onto the young.

Both sprang from noble intentions. 
But neither was means tested nor were 
unintended consequences addressed, so 
their effects have been less than noble.

Regardless, Prop. 13 and rent control 
each have legions of true believers, for 
whom they are not so much instruments 
of policy as articles of faith. Both are 
politically untouchable. So what to do?

In the short term, start by not mak-
ing things worse. Don’t allow the polit-
ical left to double down on a bad idea, 
choking off new housing by expand-
ing rent control to new buildings and 
across the state. Don’t allow the right 
to further entrench Prop. 13’s inequi-
ties by letting older homeowners hold 
onto decades-old tax assessments even 
if they move to a new home.

Any long-term change must be cau-
tious and gradual. No responsible party 
advocates eliminating either rent con-
trol or Prop. 13 at a stroke. Socially and 
economically, the effects on millions of 
people would be catastrophic.

 But a fix is needed. Millions more 
are to follow, and for future generations, 
the answers of the 1970s have long since 
ceased to be the right ones.

THE 1970s CALLED: THEY 
WANT THEIR HOUSING 
POLICIES BACK
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