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Brain death: Neurologically critically ill patients and end of life?

Christos G. Nassis*
loannina University General Hospital (IUGH), loannina, Greece

Summary

The brain is the seat of the individual’s consciousness. Its universal and irreversible damage, either
directly (e.g. craniobrain injury, stroke) or indirectly (e.g. cardiac arrest with interruption of its blood
supply), results in the person’s death. The only absolutely clear diagnostic approach with 100%
specificity and sensitivity is that of brain death. In this situation, despite the mechanical-pharmaceutical
support of the other systems and functions of the body, complete physical death will occur in days with
absolute certainty. Here in this occasion, there is the possibility of withdrawal of support without any
doubt. In all other cases where the patient suffers severe brain damage (again directly or indirectly) but
such that it is not complete, and it is irreversible, significant dysfunctions can occur — if of course s/he
survives — which escalate from a variety of disabilities to the vegetative state. Unfortunately, the
prognostic tools to date are imperfect, consisting of approximate algorithms that place the patient with
similar parameters in statistical positions of possible eventualities. In addition, it should be pointed out
that the role of the subjective prognostic element of the therapists often has a decisive effect on the
outcome. This general ambiguity and the impossibility of defining strict prognostic rules also create
difficulty for all sides, both the medical and nursing staff and the relatives, for the acceptance by the
relatives of the proposed methods of non-resuscitation or withdrawal of the support or even non provision
of support to neurologically severely ill patients who are usually unable to express their will.
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