11. Telling the truth about terminal cancer

Recently, cancer has been the leading cause of death in many developed countries. When facing terminal cancer, both family and health professionals are in a dilemma of whether to tell the truth to the patient or not. 

Most people agree dying patients have a right to be well informed and to practice their autonomy of making decision for themselves about the medical choice and other options at the end of life. Nevertheless; a value commitment toward openness has not been achieved in the general population. A common reason for hiding the truth is the intention to protect dying persons  from being harmed from knowing. 
To balance doing good against a risk of doing harm, we need to clarify every consideration to make sure what is the real interest of a terminal cancer patient.  
Case of Mr. G. 

A mentally competent 70 year-old man Mr. G was diagnosed with invasive bilateral lung cancer with pleural effusion and bony metastasis a few days after he was sent to the hospital. The doctor gave the diagnosis and complete explanation to the patient's family and did not recommend doing an operation since the disease is in late stage. He gave a prescription to try chemotherapy under the request of the patient's family but did not expect it to work. According to the doctor, the survival time will be only 6- 12 months. Because of the insistence of the family, the patient was kept unaware of his condition. The patient was a little bit nervous about his condition, while everyone in contact with him was warned not to disclose the information and to  avoid any conversation concerning his condition…...              
Q1: How would you feel if you were Mr. G?

Q2. How would you feel if you learnt on the last day of your life that your family had not been telling the truth about your disease to you? 

Awareness of dying enables the patient to have life planning following the principle of autonomy. However, the desirability of awareness of dying varies in different areas and different situations.  In many traditional oriental cultures, more people prefer to stay unaware. They feel more secure to give the right of decision making to the traditional source of authority like doctors or families. The family has traditionally played a more primary role in making medical choices for terminal ill patients. However in modern western approaches, more people respect individual liberty. Patients have a right to make choices about their care. 
Even when the mainstream value of many societies is to be honest to the patients, open awareness of dying is still hard to achieve in practice. However, to respect the principle of autonomy, both family and health professions would agree that a patient has a right to deny to know, as well as to demand the truth of their own condition. 

  
We should not doubt the justification of telling the truth to the terminal patient, however the efficacy of truth telling should be considered more carefully. Hesitating to tell the truth which disrupts the principle of autonomy will bring sorrow and regret for both family and patient. A careless telling may cause more damage, which is against the principle of do not harm and doing good.  With a holistic and humanistic viewpoint, telling the truth will accomplish the mission of being fully informed. Effective communication, good relationships among dying, families and health care providers, and sufficient support will make truth telling be practical.  We need to progress to a proper dying process in human society. 


Q4. Try to write a living will or advance directive (a document which says how you would like to be treated when dying) of your medical preference for your terminal stage. 
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