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Navigating complex end-of-life
decisions in a family-centric society
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Abstract
End-of-life decision making frequently involves a complex balancing of clinical, cultural, social, ethical,
religious and economic considerations. Achieving a happy balance of these sometimes-competing
interests, however, can be particularly fraught in a family-centric society like Singapore where the family
unit often retains significant involvement in care determinations necessitating careful consideration of the
family’s position during the decision-making process. While various decision-making tools such as relational
autonomy, best interests principle and welfare-based models have been proposed to help navigate such
difficult decision-making processes, their application in practical terms, however, is dubious at best. This
case report is presented to highlight these issues and explore the utility of these frameworks within the
Singapore end-of-life care context when the interests of the family may be dissonant from those of the
patient.

Keywords
Best interests, case report, decision making, end of life, family, palliative care, relational autonomy, welfare

Introduction

Care determinations at the end of life can be fraught with challenges,1–3 more so in the presence of

complex sociocultural considerations within the Singapore healthcare setting4,5 where atomistic Western

ethical concepts of individual autonomy come into conflict with prevailing family-centric values that

continue to dominate the local ethical, cultural and social landscape.6 These conflicts move beyond

simplistic interpretations of the World Health Organization’s (WHO)7 definition of palliative care that

appears to place equal considerations upon the interests of ‘patients and their families facing the problem

associated with life-threatening illness’. While it is clear that precedence for the interests of the patient

over those of the family is inferred in the WHO definition of Palliative Care, the interests of the family

must be seen as being of no less importance particularly where families continue to play the role of

surrogate decision maker and be the chief source of financial support; primary provider of psychological,

physical, existential and social support; and executor of post-mortem wishes.8 Backed by prevailing

family-centric and sociocultural beliefs and values, the interests of the family are even seen to be more

important than those of the patient.
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