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Orthopaedic procedures can help terminally ill patients and are underused


Palliative care for patients with cancer is well established and provides important benefits. Orthopaedic interventions in terminal care are, however, underused in the United Kingdom, despite the fact that conditions that are amenable to orthopaedic intervention occur often in the terminal stages of cancer. Though the evidence base for many orthopaedic palliative interventions is not strong, since there are no trials, clinical experience and expert consensus opinion1 suggest that such interventions can ease the pain and comfort of terminally ill cancer patients with pathological fractures and other musculoskeletal effects of malignancy.
About 9000 breast cancer patients develop metastatic bone disease each year in the UK.1 O'Donoghue et al showed that referral to an orthopaedic surgeon is requested in less than half of these patients.2 Orthopaedic input into the management of breast cancer occurs in some parts of the UK but is not national practice, and the same applies to other cancers.
Several indications justify orthopaedic intervention. The most relevant is pain. Pain is commonly related to the presence of pathological fractures … 
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