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ABSTRACT

AIms: Decision making in the wake of life are amongst the most difficult issues in modern

medicine. Upon the impending implementation of the dying patient's law, we aimed to
determine the attitude of physicians in departments of internal medicine in Israel, and to assess
the problems associated in decision making towards the end of life, in order to advocate proper

intervention schemes prior to the introduction of the new law.
Methods: Twenty three structured anonymous interviews were conducted with internal

medicine physicians and were recorded and analyzed by qualitative processing. The interviews
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were based on several guided questions related to problems linked to end-of-life decisions.
Additionally, using closed questionnaires encompassing case presentations, data were
collected from 64 internists from Hadassah Ichilov and Rambam Hospitals. The survey

included residents as well as specialists in a convennience sample.

Results: Open interviews: Most physicians are preoccupied by end-of-life decisions almost

daily. Despite the availability of DNR (Do Not Resuscitate) protocols, two-thirds of doctors
report that such resuscitations are being “seemingly” performed in their departments, while
most feel such action is inappropriate. Following a failed resuscitation in a terminal patient,
most physicians would not experience a sense of guilt. Most physicians are not familiar with
the highlights of the dying patient’s law. However, after receiving detailed explanation, it is
well accepted by most if not all doctors. Most doctors would not resort to a DNR protocol
unless it was alsoshared by the patient or his family.

Closed guestions: In a terminal patient with metastatic cancer, most physicians would refrain

from performing a resuscitation or provide respiratory support, while most would administer
intravenous fluids, gastric tube feeding and antibiotics. This approach would have been be
adopted even if the patient or his family were asking to minimize suffering without resorting
to life-prolonging treatment. In an elderly patient suffering from diabetes and cardiovascular
disease, who was re-admitted because of sepsis one month following amputation of leg, and
who died within one day despite antibiotic treatment, about half of the doctors felt they
'missed their goal' and experienced a sense of guilt. In an elderly woman suffering from
dementia and recurrent episodes of cardiac insufficiency, about 15% of doctors reported they
would put her on a respirator (despite an explicit request on behalf of her family not to do so)

and another 23% said they would refrain from administering morphine. Most physicians
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believe there is a legal and an administrative barrier to determine DNR and document it in the
patient's chart. They would rather act according to the life's will of their patient. In the three
hospitals there is a general feeling that in many cases treating the terminal patient is
unnecessary. Most doctors would refuse artificial alimentation if they were in a terminal state,
despite offering such treatment to their terminal patients.

Conclusions: The absolute majority of internists are exposed to dilemmas of the end of

life, nearly on a daily basis. In many cases the decisions made are not in accordance - and even
contradict - with the declared preference of the patient, his family or even the caring physician
himself for that matter. Many doctors are afraid of using morphine and experience a sense of
guilt and misachievement when the patient dies. It seems that there is a need for education
towards palliative treatments and for dexterous communication towards the implementation of

the dying patient's law.
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