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The Current Status of Advance Care Planning in
Korea, Examined through the Experience of a

Terminally Il Cancer Patient
Hongyeul Lee

Associated Professor, Division of Pulmonary, Allergy and Critical Care Medicine, Department of Internal
Medicine, Inje University Busan Paik Hospital, Inje University College of Medicine, Busan, Korea

Abstract

Since the enactment, in South Korea, of the “Life-Sustaining Treatment Decisions Act;” public awareness
of decisions regarding life-sustaining treatment has grown. However, healthcare providers continue
to face challenges in making timely decisions and engaging in advance care planning. The medical
literature on end-of-life decision-making in Korea often relies on hypothetical scenarios or translated
cases from foreign journals, most of which focus narrowly on resolving conflicts that arise during the
decision-making process. In practice, however, the difficulty terminally ill patients face in making
appropriate decisions about life-sustaining treatment stems from more than just isolated moments in
the progression of their disease. The challenge is shaped by a complex interplay of factors, including
differing perspectives or conflicts among patients, their families, and healthcare professionals.
Additionally, system issues—such as cognitive biases and fragmented coordination between healthcare
providers—further complicate the decision-making process. This article describes the clinical journey
of a patient with advanced cancer who progressed to the terminal stage and ultimately passed away.
This case sheds light on the underlying factors that hinder the effective implementation of advance
care planning and life-sustaining treatment decisions in clinical settings in Korea.

Keywords: advanced care planning; decision making shared; hospice care; terminal care
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1. Diagnosis and treatment 2. Progression to terminal condition (3. Hospice care and death
of stage 4 tonsillar cancer ‘ of advanced tonsillar cancer of terminal tonsillar cancel|
Chemotherapy | | Advanced care planning | | Advanced care planning |
5 | Palliative Radiotherapy | V4 g 100

4 80
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= via Outpatient departement B8 via Emergency departement === Performance scale

Figure 1. Clinical course of the case. The case was diagnosed with tonsillar cancer in November
2012 and underwent three courses of palliative chemotherapy and three courses of palliative
brain radiotherapy until August 2015. From 2016, the patient was admitted through the
emergency department and received palliative treatment. The patient’s performance status of
daily activities was assessed through medical records at the time of admission and discharge.
The patient died in August 2023.
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A Critical Care Physician’s Perspective on the Care
Process and Death of a Terminal Cancer Patient
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Abstract

This article examines the care process and death of a terminal cancer patient from the perspective
of a critical care physician, highlighting the challenges of making timely decisions about life-
sustaining treatment. While the implementation of the Life-sustaining Treatment Decisions Act
has faced criticism, it has significantly reduced conflicts over futile treatments that contradict the
wishes of patients and families. Additionally, it has increased awareness among the public and
medical professionals of the importance of dignity at the end of life. The case presented in this article
reveals three important lessons regarding end-of-life care. First, patients with slowly progressive
illnesses, such as metastatic cancer, present unique challenges to advance care planning due to
the unpredictable nature of their disease trajectory and require early, structured, and ongoing
conversations about their preferences. Second, properly conducted advance care planning fosters
shared decision-making, aligns care with patients’ values, and ensures dignity at the end of life. Third,
improving end-of-life care requires interdisciplinary collaboration, and institutional efforts to address
barriers to advance care planning. To enhance the quality of healthcare and reduce moral distress
among healthcare providers, this article calls for policies to integrate advance care planning into
routine practice.
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Palliative Care as a Goal: Advance Care Planning and
Life-sustaining Treatment Decisions from a Physician’s

Perspective
Shin Hye Yoo

Clinical Assistant Professor, Center for Palliative Care and Clinical Ethics, Seoul National University
Hospital, Seoul, Korea

Abstract

Advance care planning (ACP) and life-sustaining treatment decisions in Korea remain more
procedural than patient-centered. Discussions tend to focus more on discontinuing life-sustaining
treatment or transitioning to hospice than on integrating palliative care throughout the course
of an illness. This commentary analyzes a case in which a terminal cancer patient passed away at
home without formal ACP or hospice enrollment. While legally unproblematic, this outcome raises
concerns about whether the patient’s values and care goals were adequately addressed. The Korean
healthcare system limits palliative care services to specific terminal illnesses, and ACP typically
begins only after a terminal diagnosis. This leads to fragmented decision-making, with care goal
discussed too late and palliative care viewed as an alternative to life-sustaining treatment rather
than an integral part of medical care. Additionally, the lack of multidisciplinary collaboration and
structured communication hinders effective ACP implementation. This article argues that bridging
this gap requires that palliative care be embedded into routine clinical practice, ensuring early and
evolving care goal discussions. Strengthening palliative care education, expanding multidisciplinary
collaboration, and developing structured decision-making support systems are proposed as essential
strategies to achieve meaningful ACP and improve end-of-life care.

Keywords: palliative care; advance care planning; life support care; decision making
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The Behind-the-Scenes of Advance Care Planning in
Clinical Practice: A Case Study
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Abstract

This paper examines the practical challenges of respecting patient autonomy in life-sustaining
treatment (LST) decisions through a real clinical case. While Koreas Life-Sustaining Treatment
Decision Act provides a legal framework for withholding and withdrawing LST, its implementation
in clinical settings remains complex. This case study illustrates the intricate decision-making
dynamics among patients, healthcare providers, and caregivers, highlighting the need for more
nuanced ethical deliberation in Advance Care Planning (ACP). The absence of ACP that fully reflects
patients’ preferences and values can hinder optimal end-of-life care. This study argues for a more
practical approach to balancing patient autonomy and best interests, offering recommendations to
enhance ACP integration in clinical practice.

Keywords: advance care planning; end-of-life care; personal autonomy; clinical ethics
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A Commentary on “The Current Status of Advance
Care Planning in Korea, Examined through the

Experience of a Terminally Ill Cancer Patient”

Kyu Min Kim'

Researcher, Department of the History of Medicine and Medical Humanities, Seoul National University,
Seoul, Korea

Abstract

This commentary offers an analysis of the limitations of Advance Care Planning (ACP) and life-
sustaining treatment decision-making in Korea, drawing upon the article” The Current Status of
Advance Care Planning in Korea, Examined through the Experience of a Terminally Ill Cancer
Patient” Using a case-based approach, this analysis explores issues related to patient autonomy,
surrogate decision-making, the role of healthcare providers, and institutional challenges. It highlights
the importance of initiating ACP discussions early in the patient’s care trajectory and proposes ethical
and policy recommendations to improve end-of-life care in Korea.

Keywords: advance care planning; life support care; patient autonomy; decision making; palliative care
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Abstract

While cancer patients typically pass away within a few months of being deemed incurable, patients
with other chronic illnesses, such as severe dementia, experience a slow decline in their condition
over several years despite active treatment. Since it is not always easy to determine when the end-
of-life phase begins for any patient, it is common for the excessive treatment that is characteristic of
the disease progression phase to carry over to the end-of-life phase. This article follows the clinical
course of a non-cancerous patient who survived for several years after being declared incurable. In
this case, the terminality process was not activated, which allowed life-extending treatment to be
continued and led to delays in advance care planning. This article addresses the question of how
terminality can be activated so that advance care planning can be initiated in a timely fashion. The
following two proposals are discussed: a) that hospice/palliative care teams should introduce end-of-
life family education before starting secondary chemotherapy, and b) that adva