NUH initiative helps terminal cancer patients
to have more comfort, time with loved ones

Care pathway relieves them of the burden of
unnecessary medications and interventions
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Between October 2024 and August
2025, 108 terminal cancer patients
hospitalised at the National Univer-
sity Hospital (NUH) benefited
from an initiative that aimed to re-
lieve them of the burden of unnec-
essary medications and interven-
tions.

During this period, these pa-
tients took an average of three few-
er oral medications, with some tak-
ing 13 fewer. They also underwent
fewer vital-signs checks and finger
pricks to check their blood glucose,
with some experiencing up to 52
fewer blood glucose pricks.

The patients were also able to
save on expenses, with the reduc-
tion in blood glucose pricks alone
allowing them to save an average of
$60 each, with some saving up to
$740.

This approach allowed them to
focus on their comfort and quality
of life, as well as spend more mea-
ningful time with their loved ones,
the hospital said.

Since October 2024, NUH has
collaborated with the National Uni-
versity Cancer Institute, Singapore
(NCIS) to introduce an appropriate
care end-of-life pathway for cancer
patients.

The initial cohort of 108 was se-
lected based on criteria such as a

prognosis of about one month to
live, said Adjunct Associate Profes-
sor Samuel Ow, who leads the pro-
ject.

Doctors, nurses and pharmacists
came together with the aim of en-
hancing care for these patients, the
senior consultant with the haema-
tology-oncology department at
NCIS, told reporters on Oct 9.

“Once the patient is identified,
we will then provide an individual-
ised care plan with appropriate in-
terventions, and these may include
reducing non-essential medica-
tions, such as cholesterol-lowering
drugs that have been shown in ad-
vanced cancer patients to not
change lifespan,” said Prof Ow.

Outpatient appointments are al-
so re-evaluated to reduce unneces-
sary appointments for patients
who may be frail and have difficul-
ty going to the hospital.

“Patients have reported less pain
and discomfort as a result of cut-
ting down on non-essential proce-
dures. By limiting consultations to
only key ones, patients gain more
time to spend meaningfully with
their loved ones,” he said, noting
that the approach may be expand-
ed to patients with a six-month
prognosis in the future.

This approach has also freed up
the time for clinical staff, he said,
noting that this has allowed them
to focus on their patients’ more
critical needs.
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The initiative is part of NUH’s
Appropriate Care campaign, intro-
duced in March 2024, which aims
to provide patient-centred care
that maximises health outcomes
for patients, while relieving them
of medications and procedures
that add to their cost and discom-
fort but provide only minimal ben-
efit.

Otherwise known as Apt Care,
this is in line with similar efforts by
the National University Health Sys-
tem (NUHS) public healthcare

cluster, which operates NUH.

In August, Minister for Health
Ong Ye Kung identified the imple-
mentation of appropriate and val-
ue-based care as one of the ap-
proaches Singapore is taking to de-
velop a system that provides qual-
ity healthcare that is both
accessible and affordable.

Speaking at the International Fo-
rum on Quality and Safety in
Healthcare, Mr Ong noted that
NUH had first adopted the value-
driven care approach in 2015, with

the Health Ministry introducing
the National Value-Driven Care
programme in 2017.

The programme had produced
“good results”, he said then, noting
that between 2017 and 2023, it had
helped save some 320 lives and
avoid 1,753 re-operations, or surgi-
cal operations to correct conditions
not addressed by a previous proce-
dure.

Another initiative at NUH aims to
reduce unnecessary blood glucose
monitoring for patients, with clear
criteria introduced to empower
nurses to safely reduce the fre-
quency of finger pricks in clinically
stable patients.

Over the past three months, 87
patients at NUH had their average
daily blood glucose finger pricks
cut from four to two, with no signif-
icant increase in the rates of hypo-
glycaemia or hyperglycaemia, said
project lead Ada Teo.

“Patients who participated re-
ported an improved treatment ex-
perience, as it reduced discomfort,
pain and their out-of-pocket costs,”
said Dr Teo, an associate consult-
ant at the endocrinology division
of NUH’s department of medicine.

A 48-year-old diabetic patient,
who wanted to be identified only as
Mr Noor, was admitted to NUH in
September for a heart stent proce-
dure.

While at the hospital, he had to
undergo four daily blood glucose
monitoring finger pricks, which
could potentially disrupt his rest
times.

Based on his stabilising condi-
tion and blood sugar level, nurses

were able to reduce the number of
such pricks to just twice daily from
Oct 6.

“I was happy to reduce the finger
pricks. I can pay less and get better
rest without being woken up late at
night,” said Mr Noor.

Adjunct Associate Professor
Adrian Kee, a senior consultant at
NCIS, said that while such appro-
priate care initiatives have been
around for some time, the new pro-
gramme represents an effort to
consolidate and formalise such ini-
tiatives, allowing them to be real-
ised more quickly.

Adjunct Associate Professor
Amelia Santosa, one of the co-leads
of the Apt Care campaign, noted
that with Singapore facing an age-
ing population and an increasing
number of people with multiple
medical conditions, they are hav-
ing to go for more appointments
and take more medications.

“Hence, now more than ever, Apt
Care is becoming a more critical
concept for healthcare institutions
to embrace and incorporate,” said
Prof Santosa, who heads the divi-
sion of rheumatology and allergy at
NUH.

“Our ultimate objective is to con-
tinuously find ways to deliver care
that is clinically effective and fo-
cused on patient-defined out-
comes, while at the same time, pro-
mote greater healthcare value for
everyone involved - from patients
and their families to our healthcare
staff and the hospital itself}” she
said.
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