
 

Elderly fare better when included in
decisions on treatment trade-offs

October 28 2008

Halting a medication that treats one ailment because it may worsen
another is a treatment trade-off decision that elderly patients with
multiple medical conditions would rather take part in, researchers at
Yale School of Medicine report in a study published in the Journal of the
American Geriatrics Society.

About 65 percent of older Medicare beneficiaries have at least two
chronic conditions, and 24 percent have four or more. The study
highlights the complex care decisions these patients face when the
treatment for one condition could worsen another — i.e., "competing
outcomes." For example, a patient with high blood pressure, heart
disease and osteoarthritis finds that the blood pressure medication he's
on causes leg cramps to the point where he can't do the pool exercises
that help keep his arthritis symptoms in check. While the medication
lowers his cardiovascular risk, he decides, in consultation with his
physician, to stop taking it because the leg cramps are unacceptable.

"Taking this kind of active role in treatment decisions means more
customized outcomes for patients," said study author Terri Fried, M.D.,
professor in the Department of Internal Medicine at Yale School of
Medicine. "Because of their experience with medication side effects,
older patients with multiple conditions can understand the concept of
competing outcomes. Prioritizing across all outcomes can help clarify
what is most important to seniors who are faced with complex healthcare
decisions."
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Fried and her team conducted 13 focus groups with 66 people age 65
and older. Participants had an average of five chronic medical conditions
and took an average of seven medications. They were asked to think
about the goals for their care and to think about possible competing
outcomes.

Participants initially thought about their goals of care in terms of disease-
specific outcomes, such as lowering blood pressure or cholesterol levels.
However, when faced with situations involving competing outcomes,
they thought about more global outcomes that were applicable across
diseases, such as length of life, functional status, and relief of symptoms.
"Their prioritization of these outcomes revealed what was most
important to them, and they chose the treatment option that would
maximize the likelihood of their most desired outcome," said Fried.
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