




A substantial minority of persons suffering from advanced dementia has no func
tional surrogate, a major barrier both to research and to rational clinical decision
making. 

The prognostic uncertainty inherent in chronic degenerative disorders such as 
dementia poses challenges to consensus on the goals of medical care, which also 
inhibit conduct of research and development of new models of palliation for dementia. 
While most, but not all, family members and health professionals endorse comfort care 
as the primary goal of medical care in end-stage dementia, these theoretical beliefs are 
severely challenged when immediate decisions about life-sustaining treatments are 
faced in the context of sudden or acute medical deterioration. Lack of valid predictors 
of mortality for individual patients will require that professionals and the public 
develop a moral and relational frarnework that will allow a shift in the priorities of 
medical care away from the current predominant focus on maximal possible life-pro
longation, to an altemative focus on compassionate care and a maximal sense of secu
rity and comfort, given the progressive and hopeless nature of the disease. In combi
nation with serious efforts to determine patient's wishes for care in earlier stages of 
disease, such public and professional education will improve awareness of the pro
gressive and irreversible nature of dementia, creating expectation and demand for the 
excellent compassionate care that should become the standard for advanced disease. 
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