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By POON CHIAN HUI

WHEN a loved one is dying, the
family is often faced with an ago-
nising decision.

Should the patient be kept alive
artificially, even if it might simply
prolong the pain?

Now, a study has found that in
situations like these, what the rela-
tives want might not always tally
with their loved one’s wishes.

In one in three cases, patients
and their closest kin had different
ideas about how much life sup-
port they should be put on, accord-
ing to research by the Singapore
General Hospital (SGH).

About 80 per cent of those be-
ing treated also said they wanted
to decide on their own, without in-
put from family and friends.

Researchers carried out sepa-
rate interviews with 30 elderly pa-
tients – who were not dying –
and 30 family members, who in-
cluded spouses or children.

All of the participants were
then given a scenario in which the
patient had a life-threatening con-
dition that required intensive
care. But chances of survival were
slim, at 10 per cent to 20 per cent.
The key question asked was whe-
ther they would choose extraordi-
nary life-support measures, in-
cluding mechanical ventilation to
help the patient breathe.

Only two patients agreed to
such treatment. Most rejected life
support because of poor out-
comes, discomfort and high cost.

But one-third of family mem-

bers opted for it, despite being
told it may only prolong life from
days to weeks. Top reasons cited
for putting loved ones through ex-
treme measures were: They hoped
for recovery, they felt human life
was sacred and the dying person
may have final tasks to fulfil.

The study, involving patients

at the hospital aged from 65 to 84,
was published in the Annals, Acad-
emy of Medicine in April.

Principal investigator Aaron
Foo, now a medical officer at the
National Cancer Centre Singa-
pore, said it confirmed suspicions
that there was a significant dis-
crepancy between the desires of

patients and their families when
making end-of-life decisions.

“There is a lot of taboo in
Asian cultures about discussing
such matters,” he pointed out.

Senior consultant anaesthesiol-
ogist Soh Chai Rick of SGH said
the study is important as critically
ill patients in intensive care are

usually too sick to communicate.
“When there is a major decision
to be made, we need to have some
idea what course of action to take.
So we will ask family members.
But now we recognise their per-
spectives can be quite different.”

Dr Foo added that there is also
a low awareness in Singapore of

the advance medical directive, or
living will. “Some people don’t
even know it exists,” he said.

The directive is a document
that tells doctors when patients
do not want their lives to be artifi-
cially prolonged if they have a ter-
minal illness and are unable to ex-
press their wishes. In Singapore,
more than 16,000 people had
made a living will as of last
month. They make up less than 1
per cent of the population.

Measures like this can be impor-
tant given that families here tend
to overrule patients on such mat-
ters, according to a study last year
commissioned by the Lien Founda-
tion. Based on interviews with 78
doctors on end-of-life issues, it
found that relatives in Singapore
expect to be told bad news first.
They then decide, sometimes with-
out the doctor, how much to re-
veal to the patient.

“In some cases, the family
members attempt to control and
dictate both disclosure of informa-
tion and type of treatment right
from the start,” the study said.

With Singapore’s population
ageing, end-of-life care will be
more important. About 9.3 per
cent were 65 and above last year,
up from 7.2 per cent in 2000.

Dr Soh, who was also involved
in the SGH study, said: “We hope
this can inspire other people to
learn more about the psychology
of people in these situations. It
may force some people to rethink
how they would manage a situa-
tion like this.”
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In interviews with 30 patients, who were not dying, and 30 family members, only two patients agreed to life-support measures, but one-third of their kin opted for it.

SGH study finds most patients would reject life support, unlike loved ones

Patients often at odds
with kin over final wishes
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