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Obviousness in the dying patient
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Dear Editor

I would like to thank Dr. Laviano and colleagues for their

interest in our work [1]. Substantially, they were surprised

not to find information on the nutritional status of advanced

cancer patients who were admitted to hospital where they

then died, after being followed at home by a specialized

palliative care team [2]. According to their letter title,

‘‘nutritional status is a predictor of outcome irrespective of

stage,’’ one can suppose that the study analyzed predictive

factors of survival in cancer patients. While we agree with

the need to assess the nutritional status in cancer patients,

their complaints, however, are not pertinent within the

context and the objectives of the study, and possibly reflect

their internist background without any vocation for end-of-

life issues. The aim of the study was to assess the char-

acteristics of patients transported to hospital in the last days

of life when almost all patients are cachectic, have poor

appetite, are not able to swallow, according to many sci-

entific data and consolidated experience by professionals

skilled in palliative care. Consequently, this data would not

have any influence as a variable that characterizes these

patients. This finding is so obvious and predictable that it

was not taken into consideration. On the other hand,

probably Dr. Laviano and colleagues did not note that data

were retrieved from hospital charts and assessment was not

a priori determined by physicians in the hospital ward, as

they were unaware of the study at that moment. Thus, this

kind of information in any case would have not been

available in most cases. In research, it is important to focus

on relevant information according to the context and type

of patients. A well-known information, such as a minimal

or no food intake, or advanced cachexia in patients close to

death, represents an obviousness, and is the least problem

in a dying patient.
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