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

Cancer and Aids as a „death sentence“: Misconceptions about treatment options 

There is still a significant social stigma attached to illnesses such as cancer, Aids or MS. Concepts such as „incurable“ and a „severe medical condition“ mark public perceptions, and create fear, as a study presented at the Congress of the European Association for Palliative Care in Vienna shows. Certain forms of media reporting can reinforce these attitudes. 

Vienna, May 9, 2009 – Certain diagnoses are perceived by many people as an inalterable „death sentence“ – independent of real progress in medicine. How great prejudices and the fears associated with them can be is demonstrated by a current study presented at the 11th Congress of the European Association for Palliative Care in Vienna (7 – 10 May.)

Dr. Magdalena Osowicka, from the Danzig Medical University in Poland, surveyed 134 school pupils as well as 57 teachers and office personnel to investigate how those questioned viewed certain illnesses. The results: 81% of school pupils understood a diagnosis of cancer as a „death sentence“, as did 74% of adults, the majority of whom, what's more, had a good education. The same was true for HIV/Aids, with 81% of school pupils and 68% of adults. Even multiple sclerosis was linked to such associations for 35% and 26% of the two groups.   The main reason, Dr. Osowicka assumes: The diseases mentioned have a widely disseminated aura of incurability, suffering and a particularly bad prognosis. 

„These sorts of perceptions and misunderstandings of a disease can have dramatic consequences,” says the Congress president Prof. Hans-Georg Kress (Vienna General Hospital/Vienna Medical University). „If a person believes that an illness or their symptoms are untreatable, they will also be skeptical of offers of curative or palliative help.“  Thus public education on therapies and about palliative medical treatments for serious illnesses is essential. 

Media can reinforce negative concepts  – but also educate 

Media reporting can have an important influence on perceptions of diseases.  A pronounced trend to more reporting in print media on the subject of cancer, during the period 2003 to 2008, has been noted by Dr. Daniela Mosoiu from the Sperantei Hospice in Brasov in Rumania. The majority of articles report on the disease in the context „cancer – pain – death,“ says the expert, presenting the results of her investigations in Vienna. Reports on incompetence in the health care system are also very common in this context. These accounts contribute to skepticism and too often to those affected delaying initial contact with the appropriate medical services and institutions, Dr. Mosoiu believes.  She also noted a positive trend that in the period under investigation there had been a marked increase in educational reporting on risk factors associated with cancer, precautions and early diagnosis. 

An expert's critique: Supporters of euthanasia position themselves better in the media than do palliative specialists 

Debates in the media on themes such as palliative medicine and euthanasia are often conducted in an unbalanced fashion, is the critical view of the palliative expert Prof. Dr. Ilora G. Finlay (Universität Cardiff), who is a member of Britain's Upper House of parliament, speaking at the EAPC Congress in Vienna. „Just recently in the UK, numerous media agitated strongly for „assisted suicide“, all of them using very striking examples.“ The palliative specialist says, „The debate in the media on 'choices at the end of life' concentrated much more on the manner of death in such cases  than on the care options, which would also offer those affected a good quality of life at the end of their lives. And so death is represented as the preferable solution to a medical and psychosocial problem.“  Palliative medicine and care have not properly demonstrated their achievements, is Prof. Finlay's criticism, and there is room for improvement here.
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