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ATTITUDES TOWARDS TERMINAL CARE AMONG THE GENERAL
POPULATION AND MEDICAL PRACGTITIONERS IN JAPAN

Mitsunori MIYASHITA¥, Shuji HASHIMOTO*, Masako KAwA*, Michiyo KOJiMA*

Key words: Terminal care, Attitude, Life support care, Vegetable state.

Objectives Assessment of attitudes held by the general population and medical practitioners in Japan
regarding medical interventions in cases of painful terminal illness or a prolonged vegetative state.
Method A mail survey was conducted in 1998. The subjects were 5,000 persons randomly sampled mem-
bers of the general population age 20 years or more, and 3,104 doctors and 6,059 nurses in hospitals, clin-
ics, palliative units, and visiting nursing service stations randomly sampled. The response rates were 48%
among general population, 51% among doctors, 569 among nurses.

Results 1. 68-76% of the general population and medical practitioners expressed disapproval of life-ex-
tending medical treatment of terminal patients suffering pain. The application of euthanasia in certain
cases was acceptable to 13% of the general population but only 1% of the medical practitioners.

2. Respondents in almost groups favored a home care setting for terminal patient in pain, and
regarded relocation to a palliative unit as acceptable if necessary.

3. 46% of doctors and 22% of nurses indicated knowledge of the WHO method for cancer pain
relief, and 459 of doctors and 25% of nurses showed that they were able to explain appropriate opioid ad-
ministration.

4. 74-79% of general population and medical practitioners opposed life-extending medical in-
tervention for patients in a vegetable state. 269 of the general population favored termination of all means
of life support, while about 109% of the medical practitioners held this view.

5. Most medical practitioners felt that some medical treatments, such as bedsore care, should
be continued in lieu of life support, but there were differences in opinion between practitioners at various
types of medical facilities regarding the necessity of such specific measures as, for example, blood pressure
monitoring by automatic sphygmomanometer among the medical facilities.

Conclusion Both the general population and the medical practitioners in Japan tended to oppose life-ex-
tending medical treatment for painful terminal cases and patients in a prolonged vegetable state. There are
some differences in opinion between the general population and practitioners at various types of medical

facilities regarding the extent of desirable medical care in such circumstances.

* School of Health Sciences and Nursing, Faculty of Medicine, University of Tokyo.
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