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Letter to the Editor
Alternative terminology for the confusing term “palliative nutrition”
Dear Editor,

With great interest, we read the letter to the editor from Dr. F.
Bozetti ‘The definition of “palliative nutrition” is misleading’ [1].
We agree with his opinion that the term “palliative nutrition” as
used in the ESPEN guidelines 2017 [2] is confusing. The term “palli-
ative nutrition” does not take into account the various phases in the
palliative trajectory, with each having different nutritional goals.
We would like to share how we deal with this concept in The
Netherlands and we propose an alternative terminology.
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According to the Dutch Guideline Palliative Care 2013 [3], the
start of palliative care is marked by a maximum estimated life ex-
pectancy of one year (usually shorter). Palliative care can be divided
into three phases: 1) predominantly disease focused palliation
aimed at prolonging survival, 2) predominantly symptom focused
palliation aimed at alleviating symptoms, and 3) the phase of dying.
The characteristics and aim of nutritional intervention are related
to the phase of palliative care.

The Dutch Dietitians Oncology Group (DDOG) has defined two
types of diet relevant to the trajectory of palliative care: a diet
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meeting nutritional requirements, indicated in phase 1, and com-
fort feeding, indicated in phase 2. The transition of a diet meeting
nutritional requirements to comfort feeding is not abrupt but pro-
gresses gradually (see Fig. 1). In phase 3 the patient gradually loses
interest in food and drinks and may spontaneously stop eating and
drinking at any moment [4].

Diet meeting nutritional requirements is a tailored dietary advice
tomeet an individual patient's energy, protein and other macro and
micronutrient requirements. Preserving nutritional status may still
be important for some time during phase 1. Even when the disease
can no longer be cured, the patient may still live for a reasonable
amount of time and may benefit from a diet meeting energy and
protein requirements. However, when life prolonging treatment
is not available anymore and care shifts towards symptom focused
palliation (phase 2), meeting nutritional requirements is getting
less and less priority.

We use the term Comfort feeding when eating aims to make the
patient feel physically, socially, emotionally and spiritually comfort-
able. Comfort feeding intends to provide a quality of life best as
possible and to alleviate symptoms. The goal of comfort feeding
is to recommend food that the patient can tolerate, provides mini-
mal burden, and fits the patient's way of dealing with disease pro-
gression. With comfort feeding, inadequate nutritional intake is
accepted.

The transition between diet meeting nutritional requirements and
comfort feeding is not specifically defined, but this concept may pro-
vide some guidance for palliative care. Using this terminology,
which acknowledges the different phases in palliative care, might
be a solution as alternative for the confusing term “palliative
nutrition”.
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