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Background:  
- Majority of physicians over-estimate survival at the end of life and do not give patients frank 

prognosis information 
- Majority of patients do not understand that palliative treatment is not curative 

 
Objective: To investigate patient expectations about the goal of radiation therapy for incurable lung 
cancer 
 
Design: Retrospective cohort study 
Data Source: Cancer Care Outcomes Research and Surveillance Consortium 
Patients:  Patients with incurable (Stage IIIb/IV) lung cancer who had received or were scheduled to 
receive palliative radiation therapy 
Intervention: Asked patients their expectation for radiation therapy (live longer vs. alleviate 
symptoms vs. cure cancer) 
Measurements:  Accuracy of responses 
 
Results: 

- 64% of patients thought palliative radiation therapy was at least “a little likely” to 
cure their lung cancer 

- Older patients and non-white patients were more likely to have inaccurate beliefs but sicker 
patients were less likely to have inaccurate beliefs 

- Patients who held inaccurate beliefs about radiation therapy also had inaccurate beliefs 
about chemotherapy 

 
Factor % Inaccurate 

Response 
OR 95% CI P 

Age at diagnosis, years 
21-54 58 Ref  0.02 
55-64 63 1.44 0.75 to 2.74  
65-74 65 1.78 0.91 to 3.46  

75+ 70 2.45 1.13 to 5.32  
Race/Ethnicity 

White 59 Ref  0.009 
African American 75 1.48 0.69 to 3.15  

Other 77 3.32 1.52 to 7.24  
Baseline Interview type 

Full 66 Ref  0.04 
Surrogate (patient 

too sick) 
59 0.54 0.30 to 0.98  

 
Critique: 

- Limited number of questions regarding radiation therapy 
- Did not elicit information that patients were given from their providers 

Implications: 
- Patients cannot make informed decisions if they do not understand goals of therapy and will 

be more likely to choose aggressive care 
- Future research to determine how physicians are presenting therapy options and what 

patients are actually hearing 


