


What are some possible complications 
related to feeding tubes? 

Feeding tubes may cause no problems, but some 
complications have been identified such as: bleeding 
( 1 % ), infection and skin irritation ( 1-4% ), leakage 
around the tube (4%), vomiting or nausea (9-10%) 
and diarrhea or cramping (12%). 

Will a feeding tube prevent pneumonia? 

Findings from several recent studies of individuals 
with late stage dementia or advanced terminal diseases 
show no evidence that pneumonia is prevented with a 
feeding tube. In some cases, pneumonia risk may be 
increased with feeding tubes. 

Does a feeding tube lower the risk for 
getting pressure ulcers or help them to 
heal if they are already there? 

There is no evidence that a feeding tube will prevent 
pressure ulcers or cause them to heal for those who 
are in advanced stages of a terminal illness. Increased 
production of urine and stool from tube feedings can 
increase the risk of pressure ulcers. 

Does a feeding tube improve comfort and 
prevent suffering? 

For those with temporary swallowing problems from 
mouth or throat conditions, tube feeding may alleviate 
associated pain and provide short term nutritional 
support. In advanced dementia, the presence of a 
tube may cause agitation and attempts to pull it out. 
In some cases, this may prompt the use of restraints 
which decrease comfort. In the active stage of dying, 
continued tube feeding may cause fluid overload and 
make breathing more difficult. 
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What else should be considered 
when making a decision about a 
feeding tube? 

It is hard to separate our love and respect for a person 
from what might be the best decision for that person. 
Any decision about tube feeding must be made with 
consideration of general health status and overall 
goals of care. Prevention of suffering should be a 
major standard for evaluating individual risks and 
benefits. Asking the question, "Will the benefit of a 
tube be significant enough to outweigh any risks and 
discomfort?" can be helpful. 

Clarification of personal, religious and cultural values 
in the context of overall prognosis and life expectancy 
may aid decision making. 

What choice do I have if I decide not to 
have a feeding tube? 

For those who still have some swallowing ability, 
careful hand feeding may be tried. For those who are 
in advanced, terminal stages of disease, maintaining 
excellent mouth care and providing ice chips or moist 
swabs will alleviate dry mouth and promote comfort. 

Where can I get more information 
about feeding tubes? 

--------

A summary of studies, guidelines, and expert 
position statements are available at the Coalition for 
Compassionate Care of California web site: 
www.CoalitionCCC.org 
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