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CASE STUDY 7
TRUTH TELLING TO THE DYING

CASE

A 32-year old male is diagnosed with cancer and
given three months to live. The doctor and other
medical team members hesitate to inform him
of his condition, given his youthful age, and the
potential for him and his family not to accept the
news.

QUESTION

Should the medical team disclose to the patient
his terminal condition?

POSSIBLE SOLUTION

Breaking the news to the dying patient always
In the
doctors thought it better to let patients know little

present difficulties. recent past, some
of their condition, to avoid despair and difficulties
of acceptance, and even, they claimed, to increase
recovery chances.

However, persons facing death require sufficient
opportunities to prepare for death. Therefore,
informingthem abouttheirsituationenablesthem
to discuss their plans with family members, health
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care providers, and other parties (for example,
their employer). They also need emotional and
spiritual support.

Studies on seriously ill or dying patients show
they want to know their true condition. But such
revelation needs proper delivery, as abrupt or
brutal communication could prove counterpro-
ductive. Furthermore, studies reveal that patients
sooner or later learn their condition, even without
direct communication.

The attending physician plays a central role.
He may consult with the family, and together
formulate plans on how to convey the news best
to the patient. The Chaplaincy, Hospice Care Unit
or other staff members trained in the dynamics of
helping patients accept sickness, suffering, and
death could assist the doctor and the family in this
delicate task. On the other hand, well-meaning but
untrained people could do more harm than good
in crisis situations such as these. In summary, as
one author would put it, “The question should not
be ‘Should we tell?’ but rather, ‘How do we share
this with the patient?’” (Kubler-Ross).
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s DISCLAIMER N

The views and content expressed in the Bioethics Bits are those of the author
and do not necessarily represent the official position of Makati Medical Center.
The material is intended to provoke thought, encourage serious study, and lead
to deeper ethical analysis. It should not be used to resolve concrete cases. Neither
the author nor Makati Medical Center is liable for any use or misuse of the content.
For further clarification or in-depth discussion, readers are encouraged to consult
available bioethics references and their hospital’'s bioethics committee, and most

especially to use the linked IDEA Ethical Decision-Making Framework.

IDEA ETHICAL DECISION-MAKING
FRAMEWORK & WORKSHEET
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