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

To end a life? Loss of dignity most affects the seriously ill

General debility and loss of dignity are the most significant factors for people with incurable diseases who seek the termination of life-sustaining treatment, as shown by a study from the Netherlands presented at the European Palliative Congress in Vienna. Swiss experts in caregiving voice criticism that much too little is known about the motives behind a wish for assisted suicide. A study should provide palliative medicine with information on better strategies against acts of despair and resignation. 

Vienna, May 10, 2009 – There has been a debate in western industrialized countries for many years as to whether people with incurable diseases for whom the end of life is approaching should be allowed to decide for themselves the timing of their deaths. Worsening symptoms, general debility and fear of a loss of dignity can encourage such a desire, as  Dr. J.-J. Georges from the Hogeschool in Utrecht (The Netherlands), explains at the 11th Congress of the European Association for Palliative Care (EAPC) in Vienna. 

Dutch researchers worked with doctors across the country to complete questionnaires on terminally ill cancer patients with a life expectancy of at most three months. Data from 85 patients was evaluated. The results: the closer patients came to the expected end of life, the more frequently questions arose about possible termination of life-prolonging treatment. This was closely related to the occurrence of stressful symptoms: severe general debility was most conducive to a wish to terminate further treatment. Loss of dignity and severe physical symptoms in combination with psycho-social problems were the most common cause, when seriously ill people expressed a wish for assisted suicide. This motive in particular should by all means be investigated more thoroughly, to be able to offer those affected the best possible care, the study authors say. 

Palliative medicine prevent acts of despair 

In Switzerland, around 200 to 250 people a year contact organizations which, under specific circumstances, arrange legal assisted suicide. However, expert on care Alexandra Bernhart-Just from the Centre for Care Research at the Zurich University Clinic, says patients' motives for such decisions have not been investigated anywhere near enough. This is a problem for planning optimal palliative care: It should offer precisely these people specialized care, to avoid acts of despair and resignation. A study in Switzerland, supported by prominent sponsors, should provide more information in the foreseeable future. 

„From the medical point of view, a request for assisted suicide is often – sometimes a desperate – cry for help,“ says the Congress president Prof. Hans-Georg Kress (Vienna General Hospital/Medical University Vienna). „The critically ill through such requests are often telling us that they suffer physical symptoms, loss of autonomy or illness related changes which they can no longer manage. Comprehensive palliative medical care with an experienced multi-professional team can provide relief for many of these problems, and thus redress the wish for assisted suicide.“ For other patients suffering strongly, offering palliative sedation, which is to say a reduction in the level of consciousness, including to the point of continuous sleep, by administering repeat doses of sedative medication, can be an acceptable solution. 
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