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Executive Summary

In response to the Papal Allocution on March 25, 2004
and the further clarification by the Congregation for
the Doctrine of the Faith’s Responsum about the care

and feeding of patients in a persistent vegetative state, the
United States Conference of Catholic Bishops (USCCB) is
currently preparing to promulgate a new revision or update
for the Ethical and Religious Directives for Catholic Health
Care Services (Directives), Part Five, as it relates to feeding
patients. Although we do not know what the revisions will
be precisely, the Supportive Care Coalition would like to
offer the following clinical considerations regarding med-
ically-assisted feeding devices (“feeding tubes”) for guiding
policy and decision makers who will be charged with the
practical application of the newly revised Directives.

Formed in 1994, the Supportive Care Coalition: Pursuing
Excellence in Palliative Care, has grown to 19 member
organizations with Catholic health care facilities in 48
states. The coalition focuses its activities on advancing pal-
liative care leading practices that address the continuum of
living with life-limiting illness from time of diagnosis to
end of life. Building on our Catholic tradition of respect
for life, human dignity and care for the poor and most vul-
nerable among us, we know that by working together and
by sharing and creating proven practices we can enhance
palliative and end-of-life care. We are committed to:

bringing about cultural change in the care of those with
chronic and life-threatening illness;
excellence in pain and symptom management;

a comprehensive, multi-disciplinary approach to under-
standing how to bring relief of suffering to body, mind
and spirit;
helping patients live more fully in community.

Coalition members work collaboratively to improve pallia-
tive and end-of-life care through education, program devel-
opment, networking, demonstration projects and advocacy.
Clinical agreement exists that people should be given tube
feeding when medically necessary for maintaining nutri-
tional status and hydration, including for persons in the
acute phase of stroke or head injury. There is similar clinical
agreement that for terminal patients who are dying, feeding
tubes may be contraindicated due to risks and complica-
tions, such as persons with renal failure who are not on
dialysis for whom feeding would cause fluid overload, and
respiratory distress.

The Supportive Care Coalition adheres to the Catholic
Moral Tradition, which proscribes inappropriate termina-
tion of treatment that is a proportionate means (i.e.,
euthanasia) and acknowledges that under certain circum-
stances persons can licitly forgo treatments that are a dis-
proportionate means (i.e., excessively burdensome with no
reasonable hope of benefit.)

1. What are feeding tubes?
There are a variety of types of feeding tubes that provide
nutritional support and hydration for persons, for exam-
ple, who cannot swallow.
These tubes can be placed on a temporary or permanent
basis.
All types of feeding tubes are sometimes referred to as
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“artificial nutrition and hydration” (ANH.)
• Nasogastric tube (i.e., through the nose, down the back
of the throat and esophagus)
• Parenterally through peripheral or central intravenous
lines (IV)
• PEG tubes: (percutaneous endoscopic gastrostomy
tubes)
• Jejunostomy or J-tubes (i.e., below the stomach)
• Hydration alone can be provided by subcutaneous infu-
sion

2. What are commonly perceived 
benefits of tube feeding?

Common perceptions of benefits may, in fact, be inaccu-
rate.
Prevent aspiration pneumonia.
Promote healing.
• Improve nutritional status, which in turn is associated
with reducing or preventing pressure ulcers and infec-
tions, improving functional status, and prolonging life
• Prevent bedsores and other consequences of malnutri-
tion.
• Reduce incidence of post-surgical complications, infec-
tions, and length of stay
Improve quality of life.
Prolong survival.
Prevent suffering.
(These perceptions and misperceptions are addressed
below.)

3. What is the psycho-social context 
of feeding tubes?

Because ANH is commonly viewed as a simple way to
feed patients, medical professionals and the wider public
in the U.S. tend to overestimate the benefits for terminal-
ly ill patients.1

Fear of pain and suffering from starvation either by
patient, family, or staff lead to ANH use.
Often times the patient is unable to make the decision.
The reflex by families and clinicians to provide nutrition
for patients who cannot swallow is overwhelming. It is
now common for such patients to undergo a swallowing
evaluation and if the patient fails the test, then to move
forward with tube feeding placement.2

The original purpose for which ANH was developed was
for temporary use but with greater frequency the purpose

is permanent placement.
The moral fallacy of the “technological imperative”—if
we have it we must use it.
Difficult to discuss, especially since the Terri Schiavo case.
Feeding is a symbol of caring—not feeding feels like
abandonment of the vulnerable.

4. When (or for whom) may feeding tubes be 
indicated (not exhaustive)?

Support for patients who cannot swallow during the
acute phase of neurological events like stroke or head
injury3 and patients receiving short term critical care.4

ANH may improve the nutritional status of patients with
advanced cancer who are undergoing intensive radiation
therapy (e.g., obstructions due to head and neck cancer)5

or have proximal obstruction of the bowel (e.g., obstruc-
tion in upper intestinal tract or bowel obstruction).6

Use of parenteral ANH can prolong the lives of patients
with short bowel syndrome,7 and prolong the survival and
quality of life of patients with bulbar amyotrophic lateral
sclerosis (i.e., Lou Gehrig’s Disease).8

Supplement inadequate nutritional or fluid intake arising
from severe illness or failure to thrive.

5. When (or for whom) are ANH contraindicated
because of the risks and complications 
(not exhaustive)?
Sometimes ANH is used as a means of ease and conven-
ience because of the length of time it would require to
spoon feed a patient. ANH can preserve life in some situa-
tions, but in other situations, after placement, there is sub-
stantial mortality related to underlying illness.9

Examples of possible contraindications are:
The inability to maintain nutrition though the oral route,
in the setting of a chronic life-limiting illness and declin-
ing function, which is usually a marker of the dying
process.
Most dying patients do not experience hunger or thirst.10

Dry mouth is a common problem with those who are
dying; however, there is no relation to hydration status
and the symptoms of dry mouth.
Numerous observational studies have demonstrated a
high incidence of aspiration pneumonia in those who
have been fed by nasogastric tube.11 This is sometimes
accompanied with vomiting.
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The bulk of the available evidence suggests that ANH
does not improve the survival rates of patients with
dementia.12 Some studies suggest that ANH does not
improve survival rates and in comparison to spoon feed-
ing might shorten survival rates. In short, spoon feeding
might be preferred to ANH in these circumstances.
Patients with advanced dementia who receive ANH
through a gastrostomy tube are likely to be physically
restrained and at increased risk of aspiration pneumonia,
diarrhea, gastrointestinal discomfort and problems associ-
ated with patient removing the feeding tube. 13

When a patient’s renal function declines in the last days
of life, ANH may cause choking due to increased oral
and pulmonary secretions, dyspnea (i.e., difficulty breath-
ing) due to pulmonary edema,14 and abdominal discom-
fort due to ascites (i.e., accumulation of fluid between tis-
sue and organs in the abdomen).15

For patients who are in the last stages of dying from 
cancer, treating them for nutritional needs can grow their
tumors and might escalate the patients’pain and 
suffering.16

Increased risk of infection such as urinary tract, viral, 
gastrointestinal, and eye.17

Increased risk of pressure sores.18

ANH will also likely cause patients to produce more
urine and stool and possible diarrhea.19

Long-term placement of PEG tubes can also result in
swelling of the brain.20

6. Clinicians and decision-makers, especially 
palliative and end-of-life care specialists, need to be
informed and to educate themselves about Catholic
moral teaching and the Directives in this matter. 
All need to incorporate relevant clinical considerations into
their ethical decisions and vice versa. The Catholic Moral
Tradition acknowledges that in some situations, forgoing of
treatment would be morally permissible and in other situa-
tions it would be morally impermissible (i.e., euthanasia).
While every person is obligated to use ordinary means to
preserve his or her life, no person should be obligated to
submit to a health care procedure that the person has
judged, with a free and informed conscience, not to provide
a reasonable hope of benefit without imposing excessive
risks and burdens on the patient. The provision of food and
water are, in principle, proportionate means even when
delivered through a feeding tube. This means that while

obligatory overall, under certain circumstances the provi-
sion of a feeding tube can nevertheless be disproportionate-
ly burdensome, especially for the dying, when it does not
provide a reasonable hope of benefit or causes harm. For
example, if someone is dying, feeding that person will not
increase a reasonable hope of recovery or cure, and it may
cause disproportionate harms including aspiration and
choking, surgical complication, confusion and discomfort
from being restrained to stop the patient from extubating
him/herself. Or, especially invasive surgery for tube place-
ment and its associated risks, possible restraints and tubes
down the throat might constitute a grave burden in the
judgment of some patients under certain conditions.

Tube feeding persons who are dying should be thought
about along a continuum from simplest cases where there is
broad moral agreement to the other end of the continuum
with difficult cases where there is reasonable disagreement.
The simplest cases are terminal patients who are known to
be dying and for whom feeding would cause observable
physical burdens or harms, such as a person with renal fail-
ure where feeding by any manner can promote fluid over-
load and respiratory distress. This case suggests that the
general obligation to feed is not required in every case.

Clinicians, caregivers and others need to exercise caution
when speaking of the obligation to feed persons who have a
serious life-threatening illness, especially terminal patients
who are dying. A poor explanation of the church’s teaching
or a misapplication of the Ethical and Religious Directives
can lead to unfortunate consequences. 

Poor explanations or misapplications can:
Provide further rationale for those who support physician
assisted suicide legislation (PAS);
Give the wrong impression that Catholic hospitals will
not honor a patient’s wishes about proportionate and dis-
proportionate means;
Conflict with the Patient Self-Determination Act
(PSDA);
Foster a public perception that Catholic hospitals are not
a good place for compassionate care, leading to some
patients and families “losing faith” in Catholic health
care;
Likely run counter to good medical practice as indicated
in the above statistics;
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Lead to disinformation, which would likely hamper the
ability of Catholic health care ministries to collaborate
with other-than-Catholic entities in mergers.

The misuse of quotes from recent papal and Vatican state-
ments, in particular, when taken out of context of the
Catholic Moral Tradition, could have a serious harmful
impact on the healing mission of the church. The
Supportive Care Coalitions offers this clinical background
on ANH and potential impact on the mission and ministry
of Catholic health care for the consideration of policy and
decision makers charged with the practical application of
the newly revised Directives.

N O T E S
11. Carey T et al., “Expectations and Outcomes of Gastric Feeding

Tubes.” The American Journal of Medicine (June 2006)
119:527.e.12-e.16.

12. Monteleoni C, Fast Facts and Concepts # 128; The Speech Pathologist
and Swallowing Studies at www.eperc.mcw.edu.

13. Rapp RP, Young B, Twyman D, et al. “The favorable effect of early
parenteral feeding on survival in head-injured patients.” J Neurosurg
(1983) 58:906-912. Wanklyn P, Cox N, Belfield P. “Outcome in
patients who require a gastrostomy after stroke.” Age Ageing (1995)
24:510-514.

14. Martin CM, Doig GS, Heyland DK, Morrison T, Sibbald WJ.
“Multicentre, cluster-randomized clinical trial of algorithms for criti-
cal-care enteral and parenteral therapy.” CMAJ (2004) 170:197-204.

15. Lee JH, Machtay M, Unger LD, et al. “Prophylactic gastrostomy
tubes in patients undergoing intensive irradiation for cancer of the
head and neck.” Arch Otolaryngol Head Neck Surg (1998) 124:871-
875. Daly JM, Hearne B, Dunaj J, et al. “Nutritional rehabilitation
in patients with advanced head and neck cancer receiving radiation
therapy.” Am J Surg (1984) 148:514-520.

16. Senkal M, Zumtobel V, Bauer KH, et al. “Outcome and cost-effec-
tiveness of perioperative enteral immunonutrition in patients under-
going elective upper gastrointestinal tract surgery:a prospective ran-
domized study.” Arch Surg (1999) 134:1309-1316.

17. Scolapio JS, Fleming CR, Kelly D, Wick DM, Zinsmeister AR.
“Survival of home parenteral nutrition-treated patients: 20 years of
experience at the Mayo Clinic.” Mayo Clin Proc (1999) 74:217-222.

18. Mazzini L, Corra T, Zaccala M, Mora G, Del Piano M, Galante M.
“Percutaneous endoscopic gastrostomy and enteral nutrition in amy-
otrophic lateral sclerosis.” J Neurol (1995) 242:695-698. Miller RG.
Examining the evidence about treatment in ALS/MND.”
Amyotroph Lateral Scler Other Motor Neuron Disord (2001) 2:3-7.

19. Hallenbeck J, “Fast Fact and Concept #010; Tube Feed or Not Tube
Feed?” at www.eperc.mcw.edu.

10. Owen O. et al., “Ketosis of starvation.” Journal of Clinical
Endocrinology and Metabolism (1983):357-379. Key Clinical
Considerations on Tube Feeding Page 6 of 7

11. Finucane T Bynum J. “Use of tube feeding to prevent aspiration
pneumonia.” Lancet (1996) 348:1421-1424. Feinberg M et al.,
“Prandial aspiration and pneumonia in an elderly population fol-
lowed over 3 years.” Dysphagia (1996) 11:104-109. N. Pick et al.,
“Pulmonaryaspiration in a long-term care setting: clinical and labo-
ratory observations and an analysis of risk factors.” Journal of the
American Geriatrics Society (1996) 44:763-768. Langmore S. et al.,
“Predictors of aspiration pneumonia: how important is dyshpagia?”
Dysphagia (1998) 13:69-81. Langmore S. et al., “Predictors of aspira-
tion pneumonia in nursing home residents.” Dyshpagia (2002)
17:1365-1370. Grunow J. et al., “Gastroesophagela reflux following
percutaneous endoscopic gastrostomy in children.” Journal of
Pediatric Surgery (1989) 24:42-45. Cane, D, Vane, B Gotto S.
“Reduction of lower esophageal sphincter pressure with Stamm gas-
trostomy.” Journal of Pediatric Surgery (1987) 22:54-58. Cogen Ret
al., “Complications of Jejunostomy Tube Feeding in Nursing Facility
Patients.” American Journal of Gastroenterology (1991) 86:1610-13.
Lazarus B. et al., “Aspiration associated with long-term gastric versus
jujunal feeding: a critical analysis of the literature.” Archives of
Physical Medicine and Rehabilitation (1990) 71:46-53. Fox, K. et al.,
“Aspiration pneumonia following surgically placed feeding tubes.”
American Journal of Surgery (1995) 170:465-466.

12. Gillick MR. Rethinking the role of tube feeding in patients with
advanced dementia. NEJM (2000) 342:206-210. Finucane T,
Christmas C, Travis K. “Tube feeding in patients with advanced
dementia: a review of the evidence. JAMA (1999) 282:1365-1370.
Mitchell SL, Kiely DK, Lipsitz LA. “Does artificial enteral nutrition
prolong the survival of institutionalized elders with chewing and
swallowing problems?” J Gerontol A Biol Sci Med Sci
(1998)53:M207-M213. Meier DE, Ahronheim JC, Morris J,
Baskin-Lyons S, Morrison RS. “High short-term mortality in hospi-
talized patients with advanced dementia: lack of benefit of tube feed-
ing.” Arch Intern Med (2001) 161:594-599. Post SG. Tube feeding
and advanced progressive dementia. Hastings Cent Rep (2001) 31:36-
42.

13. Finucane T:1365-1370. Callahan CM, Haag KM, Weinberger M, et
al. “Outcomes of percutaneous endoscopic gastrostomy among older
adults in a community setting.” J Am Geriatr Soc (2000) 48:1048-
1054. Ciocon JO, Silverstone FA, Graver LM, Foley CJ. “Tube feed-
ings in elderly patients: indications, benefits, and complications”.
Arch Intern Med (1988) 148:429-433. Odom SR, Barone JE,
Docimo S, Bull SM, Jorgensson D. “Emergency department visits by
demented patients with malfunctioning feeding tubes.” Surg Endosc
(2003) 17:651-653.

14. Koretz R, 536. Nixon D et al., 124. O. HyunSoo and S. WhaSook,
302.

15. Casarett D, Kapo J, Caplan A. “Appropriate Use of Artificial
Nutrition and Hydration—Fundamental Principles and
Recommendations.” NEJM 2005:353:2607-12.

16. R McCann et al., 1774. Fainsinger R, Fast Fact and Concept #133:
Non-oral Hydration in Palliative Care, at www.eperc.mcw.edu.

17. Finucane T et al., “Tube Feeding in Patients with Advanced
Dementia: A Review of the Evidence.” JAMA (1999) 282:1365-
1370. Leibovitz, A. “Pathogenic Colonization of Oral Flora in Frail
Elderly Patients Fed by Nasogastric Tube or Percutaneous
Endogastric Tube.” Journal of Gerontology (2003):58 53. M.
Keymling. “Technical aspects of enteral nutrition.” Gut (1994)
35:S77-S80. Fernandez-Crehuet N. et al., “Bacterial contamination

15
Copyright © 2009 CHA. Permission granted to CHA-member organizations and
Saint Louis University to copy and distribute for educational purposes.

http://www.eperc.mcw.edu
http://www.eperc.mcw.edu


of enteral feeds as a possible risk of nosocomial infection.” Journal of
Hospital Infection (1992) 21:111-120. Tsai,C. Bradley S. “A strepto-
coccal bacteria associated with gastrostomy feeding tube infections
in a long-term care facility.” Journal of the American Geriatrics Society
(1992) 40:821-823.

18. Allman R. et al., “Pressure ulcer risk factors among hospitalized
patients with activity limitation.” JAMA (1995) 273:865-870. Peck
A. et al., “Long-term enteral feeding of aged demented nursing
home patients.” Journal of the American Geriatric Society (1990)
38:1195-1198. Michocki R. Lamy P. “The problem of pressures
sores in a nursing home population: statistical data.” Journal of the
American Geriatric Society (1976) 24:323-328. Key Clinical
Considerations on Tube Feeding Page 7 of 7

19. Mitchell S. et al., “The risk factors and impact on survival of feeding
tube placement in nursing home residents with severe cognitive
impairment.” Archives of Internal Medicine (1997) 157:327-332.

20. Metheny, NA, Meert, KL, and Clouse, RE, “Complications Related
to Feeding Tube Placement,” Current Opinion in Gastroenterology
(2007) 23:178-182.

16
Copyright © 2009 CHA. Permission granted to CHA-member organizations and
Saint Louis University to copy and distribute for educational purposes.


