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Do patients in developing world get dignified anesthetic care?
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Abstract

Background: This article shares the experiences of two patients undergoing a 
colonoscopy without any sedation or anaesthesia. The author raises the question 
whether patients from the developing countries get proper treatment options while 
undergoing invasive procedures which may require sedation or anaesthesia. 
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The public expects high-quality evidence-based 
treatment from their health care providers. Physicians 

should be ready to provide the compassionate and humane 
care to individual patients. They should always be respectful 
of autonomy and dignity of the fellow human being. They 
should explain their method of treatment, potential 
problems, possible benefits, and provide the patient with 
informed choices. With any surgical or medical procedure, 

consent should be obtained from all the patients. A valid 
informed consent is based on knowledge of the possibility 
of treatment options, the associated risks and offered 
benefits of each option, and the likelihood that these will 
occur for the individual patient and the patients will make 
choices based on the options. It is a legal document and 
has been recommended for use by the Government of the 
federal democratic Republic of Nepal. However, I would 
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like to share two stories where the patients had to endure 
considerable suffering during routine screening procedure 
called colonoscopy. 

The colonoscope is a flexible tube with a telescope that 
is inserted into the back passage to assess the large 
intestine. Professional bodies recommend that all the 
individuals who are 50 years or older should receive the 
colonoscopy every 10 years because the procedure could 
detect cancer in early stage and treatment could be done 
relatively easily.

No choices: Both individuals were undergoing colonoscopy 
for the first time. Colonoscopy can be done under sedation 
or without sedation. They were not given the choice and 
the procedure was done when they were completely 
awake. It is true that some patients can tolerate the 
procedure without sedation, but many do not. These 
patients belonged to the latter group. Despite the 
patient’s repeated request to stop the procedure because 
of unbearable pain, it was performed with some physical 
restraints in a tertiary care centre in Kathmandu. They left 
the hospital with very bad experience. 

Worse than labour pain: “It was the worst experience 
of life. I have had baby births. Nature is more generous 
and she gives you moments of rest during the labour. 
But colonoscopy was worse than labour. If someone asks 
me, I will definitely tell them that how bad it was. I have 
no plans to go for colonoscopy anymore.” The husband 
testifies,” My wife was shaken to the core. I heard her 
screaming inside the procedure room. They did not let 
me go there.” He adds, “I also had a colonoscopy. It was a 
very unpleasant experience. They did not give me pain or 
sleeping injections.”

Lack of imagination: In the hospital where complex 
surgeries such as open heart surgeries, neurosurgeries 
are routinely done; I wonder why the patients do not get 
the choice of twilight anaesthesia or conscious sedation 
during a routine procedure such as colonoscopy.  Such a 
bad experience not only deters the concerned individuals 
to repeat the procedure but also scares the public as well. 
I also question the compassion and lack of imagination of 
the physicians who perform the procedures. I believe that 
the physician certainly had a good intention to diagnose 
the disease, but could they conceive that their actions can 
be counterproductive? Susceptible individuals can even 
develop post-traumatic stress disorder. And it may impair 
the doctor-patient relationship which is the foundation 
of medicine. The patients may rightly feel that they do 
not receive the care they deserve. Certainly, no physician 
would like to be called as an uncaring person.

There are many reports that so-called minor procedures 
such as termination of pregnancy are also performed 
without pain medications. There can be an argument 
that procedure without sedation could help to avoid the 

harmful effect of sedative and anaesthetic agents.  But 
in my opinion, if a patient wishes for sedation during the 
procedure, it is inhumane to put a patient through barbaric 
and painful treatment when relatively safe medications 
and appropriate expertise is available. I would like to 
plea the professional bodies and individual physicians of 
Nepal that the patients are offered the choices of general 
anaesthesia, conscious sedation or no sedation during 
the procedures such as colonoscopy, and termination of 
pregnancy. As a medical professional, we can make the 
real difference in the patient’s life. Let’s offer them the 
choices, explain them the advantages and disadvantages 
of each method and care them with utmost dignity. Let the 
patients decide what the right choice is for them. 
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