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Background Estimation of prognosis is a common request.
Many methods have been considered but are often complex or
unreliable. Some palliative medicine physicians feel the best
guide may be the recent rate of change in physical condition.
For example, if a patient perceives their condition has been
changing weekly they may have a prognosis of weeks; if day by
day the prognosis is likely to be days. No research has been
done to show whether this is an accurate guide, despite it being
widely used.
Methods Adults with cancer admitted to an NHS inpatient spe-
cialist palliative care unit were recruited (exclusion criteria:
1. lacking capacity; 2. if it was thought the study may cause
unnecessary distress). Patients were asked “how has your condition
changed recently?" (plus a further probe of "do you think things
have been changing daily/weekly/monthly?" if required) but were
not asked directly about prognosis. Ethics approval was obtained.
Data was collected on patient’s perception of rate of change, con-
sultant’s estimate of prognosis and actual survival time.
Aim To determine whether the proposed research question was a
reliable indicator of survival time.
Results Eight patients were recruited. There was similarity
between patient perceived rate of change, doctor prognosis esti-
mate and actual survival time in most cases. Numbers were smaller
than anticipated due to concerns about causing distress in patients,
although this did not occur in participating patients.

Patient
Patient perceived
rate of change

Doctor estimated
prognosis Actual survival

1 Days weeks 32 days
2 Weeks weeks 35 days
3 Weeks weeks 33 days
4 Weeks short months 44 days
5 Months months 40 days
6 Months months 40 days
7 Days months 70 days
8 stable months 154 days

The study needs repeating with greater numbers of patients to further research this
area.
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