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    Abstract
Current management of people with prolonged disorders of consciousness is failing patients, families and society. The causes include a general lack of concern, knowledge and expertise; a legal and professional framework which impedes timely and appropriate decision-making and/or enactment of the decision; and the exclusive focus on the patient, with no legitimate means to consider the broader consequences of healthcare decisions. This article argues that a clinical pathway based on the principles of (a) the English Mental Capacity Act 2005 and (b) using time-limited treatment trials could greatly improve patient management and reduce stress on families. There needs to be early and continuing use of formal best interests meetings, starting between 7 and 21 days after onset of unconsciousness (from any cause, including progressive disorders). The treatment options need to evolve as the clinical state and prognosis becomes more certain. A formal discussion of treatment withdrawal should occur when the upper bound of predicted recovery falls below a level the patient would have considered acceptable, and it should always be discussed when the condition is considered permanent. Any decision to stop treatment should be contingent on a formal second opinion from an independent expert who should review the clinical situation and expected prognosis, but not the best interests decision. The article also asks how, if at all, the adverse effects on the family and the resource implications of long-term care of people left in a prolonged state of unconsciousness should be incorporated in the process.

	consciousness
	decision-making
	health care economics
	living wills/advance directives




  


  
  



  
      
  
  
    


  



  


  
  



  
      
  
  
    https://doi.org/10.1136/medethics-2017-104244

  


  
  



  
        Statistics from Altmetric.com

    
  
  
    
  


  
  



  
      
  
  
    


  


  
  



  
        Request Permissions

    
  
  
    If you wish to reuse any or all of this article please use the link below which will take you to the Copyright Clearance Center’s RightsLink service. You will be able to get a quick price and instant permission to reuse the content in many different ways.

  


  
  



  
        

    
  
  
    
  


  
  



  
      
  
  
    	consciousness
	decision-making
	health care economics
	living wills/advance directives



View Full Text
  


  
  



  
      
  
  
    Footnotes
	Competing interests None declared.

	Provenance and peer review Not commissioned; externally peer reviewed.





  


  
  



  
        Read the full text or download the PDF:

    
  
  
    
  
    
  
    
    
      
        
  
      
  
  
      


  
  



      

    


    
      
        
  
      
  
  
    Subscribe  


  
  



      

    

    
    
      
        
  
      
  
  
    Log in   


  
  



  
      
  
  
    
  
    
  
      
  
  
    Log in via Institution
Log in via OpenAthens
  


  
  



  
      
  
  
    Log in using your username and password

 For personal accounts OR managers of institutional accounts



  Username *
 



  Password *
 




Forgot your log in details?Register a new account?

Forgot your user name or password?




  


  
  



  



  


  
  



      

    

  
  
   
  
    



  


  
  



  





  


  
  



  
        Read the full text or download the PDF:

    
  
  
    
  
    
  
    
    
      
        
  
      
  
  
      


  
  



      

    


    
      
        
  
      
  
  
    Subscribe  


  
  



      

    

    
    
      
        
  
      
  
  
    Log in   


  
  



  
      
  
  
    
  
    
  
      
  
  
    Log in via Institution
Log in via OpenAthens
  


  
  



  
      
  
  
    Log in using your username and password

 For personal accounts OR managers of institutional accounts



  Username *
 



  Password *
 




Forgot your log in details?Register a new account?

Forgot your user name or password?




  


  
  



  



  


  
  



      

    

  
  
   
  
    



  


  
  



      

      
    

    
    
      
        
  
      
  
  
      


  
  



      

    

  
  
   
    
    
    
      
        
  
      
  
  
    
    
  
    
    
      
        
  
      
  
  
    
  
      
  
    
  




  


  
  



      

    

    
    
      
        
  
        Other content recommended for you

    
  
  
    	Back to the bedside? Making clinical decisions in patients with prolonged unconsciousnessDerick Wade, Journal of Medical Ethics, 2017

	Serial measurement of Wessex Head Injury Matrix in the diagnosis of patients in vegetative and minimally conscious states: a cohort analysisLynne Turner-Stokes et al., BMJ Open, 2015

	A matter of life and death: controversy at the interface between clinical and legal decision-making in prolonged disorders of consciousnessLynne Turner-Stokes, Journal of Medical Ethics, 2017

	It is never lawful or ethical to withdraw life-sustaining treatment from patients with prolonged disorders of consciousnessCharles Foster, Journal of Medical Ethics, 2019

	Withdrawing life-sustaining treatment: a stock-take of the legal and ethical positionAlexander Charles Edward Ruck Keene et al., Journal of Medical Ethics, 2019

	Withdrawing clinically assisted nutrition and hydration (CANH) in patients with prolonged disorders of consciousness: is there still a role for the courts?Veronica English et al., Journal of Medical Ethics, 2017

	Causes and consequences of delays in treatment-withdrawal from PVS patients: a case study of Cumbria NHS Clinical Commissioning Group v Miss S and Ors [2016] EWCOP 32Jenny Kitzinger et al., Journal of Medical Ethics, 2017

	When ‘Sanctity of Life’ and ‘Self-Determination’ clash: Briggs versus Briggs [2016] EWCOP 53 – implications for policy and practiceJenny Kitzinger et al., Journal of Medical Ethics, 2017

	Why I wrote my advance decision to refuse life-prolonging treatment: and why the law on sanctity of life remains problematicRaanan Gillon, Journal of Medical Ethics, 2016

	Withdrawing treatment from patients with prolonged disorders of consciousness: the wrong answer is what the wrong question begetsDaniel Wei Liang Wang, Journal of Medical Ethics, 2020




  


  
  



      

    

  
  
   
  
  


  


  
  



      

    

  
  
   
  


  



  

          

        


        
        
      

    

   

 


    
    
      
          
    

    
  
    
  
    
  
      
  
  
    	[image: Institute of Medical Ethics]

  


  
  



  



  



  

      

    

  
    
    
      
          
    

    
  
    
  	Content	Latest content
	Current issue
	Archive
	Browse by collection
	Most read articles
	Responses


	Journal	About
	Editorial board
	Sign up for email alerts
	Subscribe
	Thank you to our reviewers


	Authors	Instructions for authors
	Submit an article
	Editorial policies
	Open Access at BMJ
	BMJ Author Hub


	Help	Contact us
	Reprints
	Permissions
	Advertising
	Feedback form





  



  

      
            
        
            
    

    
  
    
  
    
  
      
  
  
    	 RSS
	 Twitter
	 Facebook
	 Blog

  


  
  



  



  



  

        
      

          

  
      
    
      
    

    
      
        	Website Terms & Conditions
	Privacy & Cookies
	Contact BMJ


        
        Cookie Settings
        
        Online ISSN: 1473-4257Print ISSN: 0306-6800

        Copyright © 2023 BMJ Publishing Group Ltd & Institute of Medical Ethics. All rights reserved.

      

    

  
      
    
        
    

    
  
    
  
    
  
      
  
  
    


  



  


  
  



  



  



  

    

  

  
  


