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Abstract

Background France allows deep sedation for pain relief, but not for euthanasia. In anticipation of an increase

in home-based palliative care, the role of general practitioners is central to the design of outpatient palliative care ser-
vices. This study aimed to describe the knowledge, attitudes, and practices of general practitioners in mainland France
regarding palliative and end of life care.

Methods This was a national descriptive cross-sectional study within the Sentinelles network. Self-report question-
naires were distributed to general practitioners between November 2020 and November 2021. A descriptive analysis
was carried out.

Results Out of the 123 participating general practitioners, 84% had received academic training in palliative care
(n=104). While a significant majority (69%) expressed comfort in pain management, only a quarter (25%) declared
that they were competent at indicating deep and continuous sedation for pain relief. Awareness of outpatient pallia-
tive care facilities close to their place of practice such as hospitalization at home was over 97% (n=117/120). Aware-
ness of hospital facilities, including identified palliative care beds on hospital wards and palliative care units, was lower
(75% (n=59/79) and 86% (n=86/100), respectively).

Conclusions Our results suggest that French general practitioners are reasonably aware of palliative care resources
available. However, there is room for improvement, particularly in understanding hospital-based facilities. Further-
more, a quarter of the general practitioners expressed discomfort with deep and continuous sedation for pain relief,
highlighting the need for increased training in this specific aspect of palliative and end of life care.
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Key statements
What is already know about the topic?

+ General practitioners play a central role in providing
home-based palliative and end of life care.

+ Despite academic training in palliative care for gen-
eral practitioners, several studies have reported a lack
of training, knowledge, and utilization of palliative
care services among general practitioners.

What this paper adds?

+ More than half of French general practitioners have
received minimal training in palliative care, and a
majority lack experience in palliative care services.

+ Only a quarter of French general practitioners felt
competent to indicate deep and continuous sedation
for pain relief.

+ French general practitioners were more aware and
made greater use of outpatient palliative care services
than palliative hospital-based services.

Implications for research, practice and policy

+ This study highlights the need for further research
into the training requirements and access of general
practitioners to hospital-based palliative care ser-
vices.

+ Our findings highlight the need for more training
for general practitioners in the use of deep and con-
tinuous sedation, particularly in view of the growing
elderly population and chronic diseases that require
more palliative care at home. In addition, evolving
end-of-life legislation in many countries worldwide
underscores the importance of such training.

« Another implication is the need for increased inter-
action between general practitioners and providers
of palliative care services, particularly hospital-based
palliative care services.

o Future policies for the implementation of pallia-
tive care services should consider the distribution of
these services to achieve an equitable distribution
across the country.

Background

The aging of the population is an increasing concern in
many countries. A quarter of the French population is
60 years and older, with the proportion of those aged 75
and above increasing from 4.7% in 1970 to 10% in 2019
[1]. Chronic diseases, cancers, and polymorbidities are
prevalent among elderly people and often necessitate
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palliative care, impacting patient support and end-of-
life care (https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/
detail/palliative-care). These elderly people receive
most of their care in the community, either at home or
in residential care facilities [2]. Projections in England
and Wales indicate that the number of people requiring
palliative care will increase by 25% by 2040 if mortality
trends of 2014 continue [3]. In this context, the relation-
ship between GPs and specialist palliative care providers
is key to responding effectively to the projected increase
in palliative care need [4—6].

Globally, many people prefer to spend their final
moments at home [7-9]. This preference varies from 31
to 87%, reaching 100% for cancer patients, as evidenced
by systematic reviews from America, Europe, Asia,
Africa, and Oceania [10-12]. According to a 2014 Euro-
pean study, 35% of people died at home non-suddenly
in Belgium, 50% in Italy, 51% in Spain and 51% in the
Netherlands, and the proportions of people who died in
their desired place of death were 73%, 68%, 86% and 75%,
respectively, for the same countries [13]. The congruence
between preferred and actual place of death is influenced
by the availability of community-based resources, includ-
ing home care, facilitation of hospital discharge, and
management of complex health conditions [7, 9]. How-
ever, despite this desire to die at home, specialist pallia-
tive care is not available to many dying people [10].

According to the World Health Organization (WHO),
palliative care is a holistic approach that provides relief to
patients suffering from life-threatening diseases and sup-
ports their families throughout the course of the illness.
It prevents and relieves suffering through the early iden-
tification, correct assessment and treatment of pain and
other problems, whether physical, psychosocial or spir-
itual. WHO emphasizes the initiation of palliative care
from disease onset, extending beyond terminal stages,
this means that palliative care should not be perceived
solely as end-of-life care. Palliative care must provide by
a multidisciplinary team include doctors, nurses, sup-
port workers, pharmacists, social workers, physiothera-
pists and volunteers all working together with the patient
and their family (https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-
sheets/detail/palliative-care).

In many countries, General practitioners (GPs) play a
crucial role in facilitating home-based care, especially in
palliative and end of life contexts notably by providing
continuity of care by setting up an individualized care
pathway from diagnosis to palliation, coordinating care
across that pathway, and collaborating with other health
care providers [14—19]. A Dutch study identified various
barriers encountered by GPs in the context of palliative
care, categorized into three levels: personal (related to
knowledge, skills, and emotions), relationship (related to
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communication with patients, other care providers, and
collaboration), and organizational (related to the organi-
zation of care) [20]. To implement early palliative care
effectively, it is essential for GPs to identify patients who
need palliative care [21, 22]. Nevertheless, several studies
have demonstrated that GPs both lack and require train-
ing in palliative and end of life care [6, 18, 23-27]. An
Italian study among 1,489 GPs reveals some uncertainty
on the part of Italian GPs regarding the definition and
goals of palliative care [28]. In an Australian study, a sig-
nificant number of GPs (31%) reported a lack confidence
in providing palliative care because of patient complexity,
inadequate training and insufficient resources [29].

Despite some advancements, the distribution of pal-
liative care services in France remains heterogeneous
(https://www.igas.gouv.fr/Les-soins-palliatifs-et-la-fin-
de-vie-a-domicile.html), as in other European countries
[30, 31]. According to WHO, to improve equitable access
to palliative care services, emphasis is given to a primary
health care approach. In the context of limited specialist
palliative care resources available in the community, it
is often GPs who provide and co-ordinate palliative and
end-of-life care in collaboration with community-based
support services [16]. Numerous studies in various coun-
tries have identified a lack of knowledge and utilization
of palliative care services among GPs [29, 32, 33]. In a
survey from the United Kingdom, many GPs reported
variability in the availability of specialist palliative care
services, particularly a lack of local hospice beds [34].

To address these gaps, our study aimed to describe the
knowledge, practices, and perceptions of GPs regarding
palliative and end of life care in mainland France.

Materials and methods

Study design and population

Between November 2020 and November 2021, we con-
ducted a prospective cross-sectional study among a sam-
ple of GPs in the Sentinelles network. The Sentinelles
network (www.sentiweb.fr) is a French epidemiologic
surveillance system based on primary care in mainland
France. This network also provides Sentinelles GPs the
opportunity to participate in epidemiological studies
beyond their surveillance activities.

The Hestia study group is a group of researchers (gen-
eral practitioners, internal medicine specialist, palliative
doctor, epidemiologist) whose aim is to carry out pallia-
tive care studies in France through the Sentinelles net-
work. These studies have been proposed to Sentinelles
GPs, and 135 accepted to participate. We first built a
national, descriptive study in metropolitan France to
describe the palliative care practices of French GPs.

To ensure a representative sample geographical dis-
tribution mirroring GPs across mainland France, we
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stratified the country into five major interregions: Ile-
de-France (Greater Paris area), Northeast, Northwest,
Southeast, and Southwest. The selection of our sample
composition of GPs was proportionate to the geographi-
cal distribution of French GPs within each of these major
interregions.

Data collection

A self-report questionnaire was developed by the Hestia
study group. The questionnaire was tested with ten GPs
between February and May 2019 through a qualitative
study involving semistructured interviews. Adjustments
were made based on the results of this initial study, and
questions pertaining to the period "Since the COVID-19
pandemic" were subsequently incorporated.

The data were collected between November 2020 and
June 2021. GPs had the option to respond to questions
either on paper or electronically through an electronic
case report form (eCRF). The eCRF design and distri-
bution were executed using REDCap® Software version
8.4.3. To increase the response rate and address missing
data, reminders were dispatched twice via email (Decem-
ber 2020 and April 2021) and three times via phone
(December 2020, March 2021, and June 2021).

Questionnaire components
The questionnaire covered:

— Sociodemographic characteristics of the GPs: age,
sex, type of practice, and exercise zone (according to
the French National Institute of Statistics and Eco-
nomic Studies, Insee, https://www.insee.fr);

— Background on palliative care training;

— DPerception of available palliative care services in
their exercise zone and their utilization before the
COVID-19 pandemic;

— Self-assessment of knowledge and competencies
related to palliative care announcements, French
end-of-life law, pain management, and sedation prac-
tices before the COVID-19 pandemic.

To validate GPs’ statements about palliative care ser-
vices against actual availability, we researched existing
services. We utilized:

— The directory on the website of French society for
support and palliative care (SFAP, www.sfap.org);

— Google Maps (www.google.fr/maps) was used to
verify resource availability when the SFAP could not
confirm the existence of services;

— Direct phone calls were made to care facilities (hos-
pital or drugstore) in the GP exercise zone to ascer-
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tain resource availability where other methods were
inconclusive.

Data processing and analysis
For analytical and clinical purposes, several variables
were categorized as follows:

— Type of exercise: categorized as either solo- or group-
based (group, home and health center, multisite
center);

— Dalliative care training: a composite variable derived
from responses to independent training-related ques-
tions. Categories included no training, initial training
only, continuing training only, initial and continu-
ing training, and specialized training (e.g., university
diplomas, interuniversity diplomas in palliative care,
complementary specialized studies diplomas in pain
medicine or palliative medicine, university diplomas,
or other specific qualifications in pain management);

— Professional experience in palliative care: indicated
by having worked in a department practising pallia-
tive care;

— Classification of palliative care services: Grouped
into homecare expertise services and care providers
(hospitalization at home, home nursing services, and
health services providers), hospital expertise or hos-
pitalization services dedicated to palliative care (pal-
liative care unit and identified palliative care beds),
and coordination expertise (territorial support plat-
form or coordination support facilities, palliative care
mobile team, and palliative care networks).

— DPhysicians’ assessment of palliative care: GPs were
asked to evaluate whether proposals at different
stages of an illness fell under palliative care, rated on
a scale from O (disagreement) to 5 (total agreement);

— DPerception ratings of knowledge: GPs’ percep-
tions of their knowledge regarding French end-of-
life law (Claeys Leonetti law), trusted third parties,
and advance directives were rated on a scale from 0
(unknown) to 5 (very well known);

— Comfort level ratings: GPs’ comfort levels regarding
pain management, deep and continuous sedation for
pain relief, and indications were rated on a scale from
0 (not at all) to 5 (totally).

For these last three questions (assessment, knowledge,
comfort), the responses were recoded into categories:
0-1 (low), 2—-3 (medium), and 4-5 (high).

The descriptive analysis included all the collected vari-
ables. Categorical variables are presented in terms of
numbers and proportions, while continuous variables
are expressed as medians and standard deviations with
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minimum and maximum values. Outliers were meticu-
lously examined and corrected if necessary. Details
regarding missing data can be found below each respec-
tive table and figure.

All analyses were conducted using R Software version
3.6.3.

Results
Out of the 135 voluntary participating GPs, 91% (n=123)
responded to the questionnaire.

Participants demographics and location

The median age of the GPs was 48 years, and less than
half (47%) were women (Table 1). Slightly more than
a quarter (29%) of the GPs practiced in rural areas, and
approximately one third (30%) worked alone.

Participants training and experience in palliative care
More than half of the GPs in the sample (59%) have
received minimal training in palliative care, and a major-
ity (84%) lack professional experience in palliative care
(Table 2).

Table 1 Demographics characteristics and location of general
practitioners

General
practitioners n
(%), N=123
Age: median+SD [min; max] years old 48+12.6 [29; 74]
Age categories (years old)
<50 66 (54)
>50 57 (46)
Sex
Woman 58 (47)
Man 65 (53)
GPs exercise type
Alone 37 (30)
Group 86 (70)
GPs exercicezone
Rural 35(28)
Urban 88(72)
GPs localisation in major interregions
Tle-de-France (Greater Paris area) 17 (14)
Northeast 27 (22)
Northeast 28(23)
Southeast 27 (22)
Southeast 24 (19)

SD standard deviation, GPs general practitioners; there were no missing data for
any of the variables
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Table 2 General practitioners'training and experience in
palliative care

General
practitioners n
(%), N=123

GPs training level in palliative care

None 19 (16)
Initial only 47 (38)
Continuing only 26 (21)
Initial and continuing 20 (16)
Specialized 20 (16)

Professional experience acquired by GPs in a palliative care
service

No 104 (84)
Yes 19 (16)

GPs general practitioners; there were no missing data for any of the variables

General practitioners’ knowledge of the French end-of-life
law (Claeys Leonetti law)

A remarkable percentage of GPs reported a high level
of knowledge of the provisions of the law on end of life,
particularly in relation to advance directives (70%) and
trusted third parties (69%). However, a tenth of them
reported low knowledge of the law as a whole (Fig. 1).

70-
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Advance directives
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General practitioners’ perception about identifying patient
who need palliative care

The terminal phase of a serious illness was recognized by
most GPs as the point at which care could be qualified
as "palliative" (96%). For other scenarios, such as a fore-
seeable death within the year and the announcement of
a serious and life-threatening disease, fewer than half of
the GPs perceived the care as "palliative” (49% and 43%,
respectively). In the case of a recurrent serious illness,
27% of the GPs qualified the care as palliative (Fig. 2).

General practitioners’ confidence about palliative and end
of life care practices

The majority of the participants were comfortable with
pain management (69%), 41% were comfortable with the
concept of deep and continuous sedation. However, one
third was not competent to establish the indication of
deep and continuous sedation for pain relief (Fig. 3).

Availability, knowledge, and utilization of palliative care
services according to general practitioners

Almost all the participating GPs (99%) reported the avail-
ability of home palliative care expertise, 89% reported
coordination palliative care expertise, and 83% reported
hospital palliative care expertise. Of the 117 GPs (95%)
who reported having hospital or coordination exper-
tise available, 81% had both. Regarding specific services,
95% of all GPs reported having hospitalization at home

Scale

. Low
. Medium
[ +ign

'
Trusted third party

Fig. 1 General practitioners’knowledge of the French end of life law (Claeys Leonetti law). Responses to the question “How would you rate your
knowledge of the following devices before the COVID-19 pandemic? : 1-end-of-life law (Claeys Leonetti law), 2-trusted third party, and 3-advance
directives” were graded on Likert scales ranging from 0 to 5 (0: absent; 5: very good) and were recoded into categories: 0-1 (low), 2-3 (medium),
and 4-5 (high). The histograms show the percentage of general practitioners responding to each provision of the law (total n = 123). The figures
above the bars indicate the percentage for each response category: low (red), medium (green), and high (blue). There were no missing data for any

of the variables
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Fig. 2 General practitioners’ perception about identifying patient who need palliative care. Responses to the question “In your opinion, at what
point(s) can patient care be qualified as palliative?: 1-when a serious, life-threatening illness is announced, 2-in the event of a recurrence of a serious
iliness, 3-in the terminal phase of a serious illness, and 4-as soon as | will not be surprised that my patient could die within the year” were graded

on Likert scales ranging from 0 to 5 (0: disagree; 5: completely agree) and were recoded into categories: 0-1 (low), 2-3 (medium), and 4-5 (high).

The histograms show the percentage of general practitioners responding to each situation (total n = 123). The figures above the bars indicate

the percentage for each response category: low (red), medium (green), and high (blue). There were no missing data for any of the variables
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Fig. 3 General practitioners’ confidence about palliative and end of life care practices. DCS: deep and continuous sedation. Responses
to the question “Before the COVID-19 pandemic, did you feel?: 1-comfortable with pain management, 2-comfortable with the concept of deep
and continuous sedation for pain relief, and 3-competent to indicate deep and continuous sedation for pain relief” were graded on Likert scales
ranging from 0 to 5 (0: not at all; 5: totally) and were recoded into categories: 0-1 (low), 2-3 (medium), and 4-5 (high). The histograms show
the percentage of general practitioners responding to each situation (total n = 123). The figures above the bars indicate the percentage for each
response category: low (red), medium (green), and high (blue). There were no missing data for any of the variables
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available, 70% had access to palliative care units within a  all GPs had utilized these palliative care services, respec-
40 km radius, and 67% had a palliative care mobile team. tively (Table 3). Thirty percent (n=37) reported the
Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, 94%, 46%, and 53% of  absence of a palliative care unit within a 40 km radius,
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Table 3 Palliative care resource mobilization by general practitioners: in relation to service availability, their knowledge, and their

utilization®, N=123

Services reported available

Check availability® Use of services®

by GPs n (%) n (%)
n (%)
General ambulatory services
Hospitalization at home 117 (95) 120 (98) 116 (94)
Home nursing service 112 (91) 115 (94) 105 (85)
Service providers 110 (89) 111 (90) 95 (77)
Mobile geriatric and gerontopsychiatric team 74 (60) 75 (61) 61 (50)
No outpatient services 1(1) 1(1) d
Specialized palliative care services
Palliative care units within 40 km radius 86 (70) 100 (81) 56 (46)
Palliative care mobile team 82 (67) 88(72) 65 (53)
|dentified palliative care beds 59 (48) 79 (64) 34 (28)
Palliative care networks 55 (45) 61 (50) d
Territorial support platform or coordination support 40 (33) 42 (34) 24 (20)
system
No specialized services 6 (5) 1(1) 0(0)

GPs General practitioners; there were no missing data for any of the variables
2 Only responses equal to “yes” are presented in this table

b Checking the availability of all services reported by the GPs by the research team

€ Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic
9 Data not collected

and 52% (n=64) did not have identified palliative care
beds. Among them, more than a third (14/37) and a third
(20/64) were unaware of the existence of palliative care
units and identified palliative care beds, respectively
(Table 3). These two services were the least familiar to the
GPs.

Discussion

Main findings

In light of several studies demonstrating that GPs lack
both training in palliative and end-of-life care, as well as
knowledge and utilization of palliative care services, our
study provides additional data on the practices of French
GPs in this context. Our study reveals that more than half
of French GPs have minimal training in palliative care
and a majority lack experience in palliative care service.
Overall, they are familiar with French end-of-life legisla-
tion, particularly the mechanisms of advance directives
and the designation of a trusted third parties. It also
reveals that more than two-thirds of the GPs expressed
comfort with pain management, while only a quarter felt
competent to indicate deep and continuous sedation for
pain relief. Regarding the awareness and use of palliative
care services near their practice area, outpatient services
were the most recognized and utilized by GPs compared
to hospital-based services. Although these results are

encouraging, they highlight the need for continued train-
ing of GPs in palliative care and the promotion of coor-
dination between hospital and outpatient teams. These
findings are particularly significant in the French context,
where midazolam is now available to GPs for sedation
since 2021.

General practitioners training in palliative and end of life
care

Regarding GPs training in palliative care, our study cor-
roborates previous research findings suggesting the need
of better training for GPs. In our study, only approxi-
mately 2 out of 5 GPs reported receiving initial train-
ing in palliative care. Similar results were found in other
studies in Germany, in Australia, and in the United States
[23, 35, 36]. However sixteen percent of GPs in our study
reported having never received training in palliative care,
similar to the 13% reported in a study from the United
Kingdom [37] but less than 50% reported in a Dutch
study [6]. In terms of knowledge level, studies indi-
cate that a majority of GPs express a desire to improve
their knowledge of palliative care (for example, 80% in
Norway and 60% in Romania) [18, 38]. Thus, provid-
ing palliative care training that aligns with GPs’ clinical
practice and learning preferences could improves their
knowledge, skills and confidence [26, 27, 39]. For exam-
ple, some Australian GPs perceived palliative care as
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a natural extension of primary care and indicated that
best practice palliative care mainly requires experiential
knowledge and good communication skills, rather than
specialised medical knowledge [15]. In addition, identify-
ing GP trainees perceived educational needs could help
to inform the development of a robust postgraduate pal-
liative care curriculum suitable for trainees in practice
[24].

General practitioners’ knowledge, confidence

and perceptions about palliative and end of life care

There are notable differences in GPs’ knowledge, confi-
dence, and perceptions of palliative and end-of-life care
across different regions worldwide, as compared to other
studies.

Our study reveals that just over half of French GPs had
moderate or low knowledge of end of life law. This con-
trast with the results from an Australian study among
professionals working in the elderly care sector, where
4 out 5 professionals reported having moderate or low
knowledge of end-of-life law provisions [40].

Regarding pain management and sedation at the end
of life, the literature, including our study, shows that
implementing deep sedation is more challenging than
managing pain. For example, in the United States, Swit-
zerland and Denmark, studies shows that 78%-88% of
GPs felt comfortable with pain management or discus-
sions related to advance directives [17, 36, 41]. However,
in Norway, a quarter of GPs did not feel comfortable
administering palliative care treatments [18]. These find-
ings align with our study and indicate a need for addi-
tional training in deep and continuous sedation for GPs.
Beyond these implications for practice, these findings
have a significant impact on patient care. The reluctance
of GPs to initiate deep and continuous sedation is con-
cerning, particularly in light of potential changes in end-
of-life legislation in France and the increasing need for
home based palliative care due to the aging population
worldwide. This reluctance may result in many patients
not receiving necessary sedation. However, a recent study
shows that midazolam is the most commonly used drug
for sedation (85.9%) in French palliative care service [42].
Improving access to midazolam in primary care and pro-
viding GPs with adequate training in sedation techniques
could help address this issue. The practice and frequency
of deep and continuous sedation vary across countries
[43, 44]. In nationwide studies the frequencies of deep
and continuous sedation in deceased persons varied
from 3% in Denmark in 2001 to 18% in the Netherlands
in 2015 [45]. This align with the results from a recent
French study among palliative care services that show a
prevalence of any type of sedation of approximately 3%
[42]. These differences in the practice of the sedation can
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be explained by the varying recommendations and legali-
zation of euthanasia in each country [44, 46].

Regarding the identification of patients in need of pal-
liative care, Dutch GPs reported that a combination of
several signals, often subtle and not explicit, made them
identify a need for palliative care: signals from patients
(increasing care dependency and not recuperating after
intercurrent diseases) and signals from relatives or
reports from medical specialists [22]. However, our study
focused solely on somatic signals, limiting the ability to
make direct comparisons with these results. Neverthe-
less, it provides insight into how GPs identify patients
in need of palliative care, which is crucial for the timely
initiation of palliative care services. This identification is
even more important since many GPs initiate palliative
care early, at a stage when hospitalization in specialized
facilities is not yet necessary. Therefore, it is essential for
these GPs to be aware of and utilize outpatient palliative
care services.

Availability, knowledge, and utilization of palliative care
services according to general practitioners

The literature including our study highlights the hetero-
geneous knowledge and use of palliative care services
among GPs in different countries.

In France, the structuring of palliative care at both
clinical and educational levels has recently occurred. Our
study revealed a lower awareness among GPs regarding
the availability of certain palliative care resources, par-
ticularly hospital-based services (palliative care units and
identified palliative care beds). Half of our sample of GPs
had utilized these services during the study period. In a
French study, less than third percent of deceased indi-
viduals in 2013 (61% of all dead in France) received hos-
pital-based palliative care either at the time of death or
during the year preceding death [47]. However, this study
did not account for palliative care managed by GPs, sug-
gesting a potentially low level of utilization by GPs, given
that many patients died in hospitals. In our study, hospi-
talization at home was the most well-known and utilized
resource by GPs. This difference in use can be explained
in part by the fact that GPs consider hospitalization at
home indispensable and use it as a solution to social iso-
lation during palliative care, according to a French quali-
tative study [48]. Worldwide, GPs’ knowledge and use of
palliative care services vary across countries. In England,
for example, more than a third of GPs were unaware of
the availability of palliative care services during evenings,
nights, or weekends [32]. In Australia, a study shows that
a third of GPs were unaware of hospital palliative care
services, or home palliative care services [29]. Like our
results, in a Dutch study, most GPs reported that they
sometimes or often involved palliative home care teams
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[6]. A European study conducted in Belgium, Spain, Italy,
and the Netherlands showed that GPs used palliative care
services for less than half of their patients in the last three
months of life [33]. In France, although palliative care
resources are available, their awareness is incomplete,
and their mobilization by GPs depends on resource avail-
ability, their knowledge and their utilization by health-
care professionals.

In addition to training, the coordination and communi-
cation of the various systems remain essential.

Strengths and limitations

To the best of our knowledge, this study is among the first
in France to describe GP practices related to palliative
care. Rigorous follow-ups with GPs were conducted to
ensure comprehensive data collection without any omis-
sions. However, a notable limitation is the potential for
selection bias, which may constrain the generalizability of
our findings. The participating GPs constitute a relatively
small population drawn from a research network, intro-
ducing a potential source of bias. In an effort to mitigate
this bias, we sought to standardize our sample distribu-
tion by aligning it with that of GPs in mainland France,
applying proportional representation across each interre-
gion. Despite our standardization efforts, our sample of
GPs was over-represented in the Northwest (23% versus
19%) and younger (48 years versus 52 years) compared to
GPs in mainland France [49]. It is important to acknowl-
edge that self-assessments by GPs of their knowledge and
practices could influence the interpretative scope of our
results.

Conclusions

French GPs exhibit awareness of the palliative care ser-
vices accessible within their practice zones. Given that
French GPs are now authorized to prescribe midazolam
in primary care and considering potential future changes
in French end-of-life law, it is crucial that they receive
additional training in deep and continuous sedation
which has been the gap identified by GPs. An observa-
tional study with a substantial sample size would be valu-
able for comprehensively assessing French GPs’ practices
in the realm of palliative care.

Supplementary Information

The online version contains supplementary material available at https://doi.
org/10.1186/512913-024-11266-8.

[ Supplementary Material 1. }

Page 9 of 11

Acknowledgements
The authors would like to thank the funders and the GPs of the Sentinelles
network who participated in this study.

Authors’ contributions

DN conceptualized and designed the study, managed the data collection,
conducted the data analysis, interpreted the results, and drafted and revised
the manuscript. GR contributed to the study’s design, performed the data
analysis, provided insights into the data interpretation, and critically revised
the manuscript. AR managed the data collection, contributed to the data
interpretation, and revised the manuscript. LDG, MF, and TH were involved
in the study’s design, data interpretation, and manuscript revisions. SP and
TB participated in the study’s design, data interpretation, and manuscript
revisions critically. LR and VM contributed to the study’s design, conducted
the data analysis, interpreted the findings, supervised the work, and critically
revised the manuscript. All the authors approved the final manuscript for
publication, and each author played a substantial role, assuming public
responsibility for relevant sections of the content.

Funding

The authors acknowledge the receipt of the following financial support for
the research, authorship, and/or publication of this article: this work received
support from internal funds, the French Ministry of Health (Direction Générale
de I'Offre de Soins - DGOS), and Fondation de France, a foundation recognized
as a public utility [grant number 00101615]. The latter two entities were not
involved in the study’s design; data collection, analysis, or interpretation; or
manuscript writing.

Availability of data and materials

The datasets generated and/or analysed during this study are not publicly
available due to the policy of the French Data Protection Authority, but are
available from the corresponding author upon reasonable request.

Declarations

Ethics approval and consent to participate

The participating GPs are members of the Sentinelles network and voluntar-
ily participate in epidemiological studies. The database within this network
adheres to French legislation governing health data collection and processing.
This network holds approval from the French Data Protection Agency (CNIL,
registration number #471393).

Participating GPs retained the autonomy to decline participation in the study
or withdraw at any stage. GPs received comprehensive information detailing
the study, ensuring transparency about data anonymity and confidentiality.
The Ethics Committee of the University Hospital of Rennes, the study’s pro-
moter, waived the need for explicit informed consent, deeming agreement to
participate sufficient. Data collection and analysis were conducted in compli-
ance with the European General Data Protection Regulation "RGPD". This study
was part of the "Reference Methodology MR-004" outlined by the CNIL.

The University Hospital of Rennes has pledged commitment No. 2205295 to
uphold this reference methodology, ensuring that personal data processing
aligns with CNIL requirements. Approval for this study was granted by the Eth-
ics Committee of the University Hospital of Rennes (approval no. 20.70-2). The
study protocol strictly followed the principles of the Declaration of Helsinki.

Consent for publication
Not applicable.

Competing interests
The authors declare no competing interests.

Author details

'Sorbonne Université, INSERM, Institut Pierre Louis d'Epidémiologie et de
Santé Publique, IPLESP, F-75012 Paris, France. 2Centre Hospitalier Universitaire
(CHU) de Rennes, Service de soins palliatifs, 35033 Rennes Cedex, France.
3Université Rennes 1, Rennes, France. 4De’partement de Médecine Géné-
rale, Université Paris Cité, F-75018 Paris, France. °Institut National d‘études
Démographiques (INED), F-93320 Aubervilliers, France. ®School of Demog-
raphy, Australian National University, Canberra, Australia. ”UFR des sciences
de la santé Simone-Veil, Université de Versailles Saint-Quentin-en-Yvelines,


https://doi.org/10.1186/s12913-024-11266-8
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12913-024-11266-8

Niaré et al. BMC Health Services Research

(2024) 24:832

F-78180 Montigny-le-Bretonneux, France. 8Service de médecine interne,
Hopital Ambroise-Paré, Assistance publique-Hopitaux de Paris, AP-HP,
F-92100 Boulogne Billancourt, France. ?Université de Rennes, INSERM, Centre
d'investigation clinique de Rennes (CIC 1414), 35000 Rennes, France.

Received: 19 February 2024 Accepted: 1 July 2024
Published online: 23 July 2024

References

1.

Toulemon L, Algava E, Blanpain N, Pison G. La population francaise devrait
continuer de vieillir d'ici un demi-siecle. Popul Soc. 2022;,N° 597(2):1-4.
Ding J, Johnson CE, Auret K, Ritson D, Masarei C, Chua D, et al. Compari-
son of end-of-life care for people living in home settings versus residen-
tial aged care facilities: a nationwide study among Australian general
practitioners. Health Soc Care Community. 2022;30(1):91-101.

Etkind SN, Bone AE, Gomes B, Lovell N, Evans CJ, Higginson IJ, et al. How
many people will need palliative care in 20407 Past trends, future projec-
tions and implications for services. BMC Med. 2017;15(1):102.

Keane B, Bellamy G, Gott M. General practice and specialist palliative care
teams: an exploration of their working relationship from the perspective
of clinical staff working in New Zealand. Health Soc Care Community.
2017,25(1):215-23.

Peter S, Volkert AM, Radbruch L, Rolke R, Voltz R, Pfaff H, et al. GPs'involve-
ment in specialised palliative home care: a mixed methods study in
Germany. Eur J Gen Pract. 2022;28(1):224-33.

Koper I, Pasman HRW, Onwuteaka-Philipsen BD. Experiences of Dutch
general practitioners and district nurses with involving care services and
facilities in palliative care: a mixed methods study. BMC Health Serv Res.
2018;18(1):841.

Smith S, Brick A, Johnston B, Ryan K, McQuillan R, O'Hara S, et al. Place of
death for adults receiving specialist palliative care in their last 3 months
of life: factors associated with preferred place, actual place, and place of
death congruence. J Palliat Care. 2024;39(3):184-93.

Valentino TC de O, Paiva CE, de Oliveira MA, Hui D, Bruera E, Julido M, et al.
Preference and actual place-of-death in advanced cancer: prospective
longitudinal study. BMJ Support Palliat Care. 2024;14(e1):e1402-12.

Cai J, Zhang L, Guerriere D, Coyte PC. Congruence between preferred and
actual place of death for those in receipt of home-based palliative care. J
Palliat Med. 2020;23(11):1460-7.

Gomes B, Calanzani N, Gysels M, Hall S, Higginson ). Heterogeneity and
changes in preferences for dying at home: a systematic review. BMC Pal-
liat Care. 2013;12:7.

. Nilsson J, Blomberg C, Holgersson G, Carlsson T, Bergqvist M, Bergstrém

S. End-of-life care: where do cancer patients want to die? A systematic
review. Asia Pac J Clin Oncol. 2017;13(6):356-64.

Fereidouni A, Rassouli M, Salesi M, Ashrafizadeh H, Vahedian-Azimi A,
Barasteh S. Preferred place of death in adult cancer patients: a systematic
review and meta-analysis. Front Psychol. 2021;12:704590.

De Roo ML, Miccinesi G, Onwuteaka-Philipsen BD, Van Den Noortgate N,
Van den Block L, Bonacchi A, et al. Actual and preferred place of death
of home-dwelling patients in four European countries: making sense of
quality indicators. PLoS One. 2014;9(4):93762.

Ramanayake RPJC, Dilanka GVA, Premasiri LWSS. Palliative care; role of
family physicians. J Family Med Prim Care. 2016;5(2):234-7.

Herrmann A, Carey M, Zucca A, Boyd L, Roberts B. General practitioners’
perceptions of best practice care at the end of life: a qualitative study.
BJGP Open. 2019;3(3):bjgpopen19X10166.

van Gaans D, Erny-Albrecht K, Tieman J. Palliative care within the primary
health care setting in Australia: a scoping review. Public Health Rev.
2022;43:1604856. https.//www.ssph-journal.org/journals/public-health-
reviews/articles/10.3389/phrs.2022.1604856/full.

Winthereik A, Neergaard M, Vedsted P, Jensen A. Danish general prac-
titioners'self-reported competences in end-of-life care. Scand J Prim
Health Care. 2016;34(4):420-7.

Fasting A, Hetlevik |, Mjglstad BP. Palliative care in general practice; a
questionnaire study on the GPs role and guideline implementation in
Norway. BMC Fam Pract. 2021;22(1):64.

Schnakenberg R, Goeldlin A, Boehm-Stiel C, Bleckwenn M, Weckbecker
K, Radbruch L. Written survey on recently deceased patients in germany

20.

21

22.

23.

24.

25.

26.

27.

28.

29.

30.

31

32.

33

34.

35.

36.

37.

38.

39.

40.

41.

Page 10 of 11

and switzerland: how do general practitioners see their role? BMC Health
Serv Res. 2016;16:22.

Groot MM, Vernooij-Dassen MJFJ, Crul BJP, Grol RPTM. General practition-
ers (GPs) and palliative care: perceived tasks and barriers in daily practice.
Palliat Med. 2005;19(2):111-8.

Leysen B, Van den Eynden B, Wens J. Where do GPs find patients with
possible palliative care needs? A cross-sectional descriptive study. BJGP
Open. 2021;5(2):BJGPO.2020.0100.

Claessen SJJ, Francke AL, Engels Y, Deliens L. How do GPs identify a need
for palliative care in their patients? An interview study. BMC Fam Pract.
2013;14:42.

Ding J, Johnson CE, Saunders C, Licqurish S, Chua D, Mitchell G, et al. Pro-
vision of end-of-life care in primary care: a survey of issues and outcomes
in the Australian context. BMJ Open. 2022;12(1):e053535.

O'Brien H, Kruger C, Ravindrarasan S, Kiely F, Foley T. Perceived palliative
care education needs of gp trainees: a national study. J Pain Symptom
Manage. 2023;66(4):320-327.e13.

Mahtani R, Kurahashi AM, Buchman S, Webster F, Husain A, Goldman R.
Are family medicine residents adequately trained to deliver palliative
care? Can Fam Physician. 2015;61(12):e577-582.

Selman LE, Brighton LJ, Robinson V, George R, Khan SA, Burman R, et al.
Primary care physicians'educational needs and learning preferences

in end of life care: a focus group study in the UK. BMC Palliat Care.
2017;16(1):17.

Atreya S, Datta SS, Salins N. Views of general practitioners on end-of-

life care learning preferences: a systematic review. BMC Palliat Care.
2022;21(1):162.

Beccaro M, Lora Aprile P, Scaccabarozzi G, Cancian M, Costantini M.
Survey of Italian general practitioners: knowledge, opinions, and activities
of palliative care. J Pain Symptom Manage. 2013;46(3):335-44.

Le B, Eastman P, Vij S, McCormack F, Duong C, Philip J. Palliative care in
general practice: GP integration in caring for patients with advanced
cancer. Aust Fam Physician. 2017;46(1):51-5.

van Steijn D, Pons Izquierdo JJ, Garralda Domezain E, Sdnchez-Cardenas
MA, Centeno Cortés C. Population’s potential accessibility to specialized
palliative care services: a comparative study in three European countries.
Int J Environ Res Public Health. 2021;18(19):10345.

Gesell D, Hodiamont F, Bausewein C, Koller D. Accessibility to specialist
palliative care services in Germany: a geographical network analysis. BMC
Health Serv Res. 2023;23(1):786.

Burt J, Shipman C, White P, Addington-Hall J. Roles, service knowledge
and priorities in the provision of palliative care: a postal survey of London
GPs. Palliat Med. 2006;20(5):487-92.

Pivodic L, Pardon K, Van den Block L, Van Casteren V, Miccinesi G, Donker
GA, et al. Palliative care service use in four European countries: a cross-
national retrospective study via representative networks of general
practitioners. PLoS ONE. 2013;8(12):e84440.

Mitchell S, Loew J, Millington-Sanders C, Dale J. Providing end-of-life care
in general practice: findings of a national GP questionnaire survey. Br J
Gen Pract. 2016;66(650):e647-653.

Papke J, Freier W. Knowledge and experience of palliative medicine
among general practitioners in Germany. Dtsch Med Wochenschr.
2007;132(49):2620-3.

Farber NJ, Urban SY, Collier VU, Metzger M, Weiner J, Boyer EG. Frequency
and perceived competence in providing palliative care to terminally ill
patients: a survey of primary care physicians. J Pain Symptom Manage.
2004;28(4):364-72.

Magee C, Koffman J. Out-of-hours palliative care: what are the educa-
tional needs and preferences of general practitioners?. BMJ Support
Palliat Care. 2016:6(3):362-8.

Dumitrescu L, van den Heuvel WJA, van den Heuvel-Olaroiu M. Experi-
ences, knowledge, and opinions on palliative care among Romanian
general practitioners. Croat Med J. 2006;47(1):142-7.

Landers A, Jenkins R, Honkoop PJ. Palliative medicine master classes for
primary care: an evaluation. J Prim Health Care. 2022;14(3):207-13.
Sellars M, White B, Yates P, Willmott L. Knowledge of end-of-life law: a
cross-sectional survey of general practitioners working in aged care.
Australas J Ageing. 2022;41(2):265-73.

Giezendanner S, Jung C, Banderet HR, Otte IC, Gudat H, Haller DM, et al.
General practitionersattitudes towards essential competencies in end-
of-life care: a cross-sectional survey. PLoS ONE. 2017;12(2):e0170168.


https://www.ssph-journal.org/journals/public-health-reviews/articles/10.3389/phrs.2022.1604856/full
https://www.ssph-journal.org/journals/public-health-reviews/articles/10.3389/phrs.2022.1604856/full

Niaré et al. BMC Health Services Research (2024) 24:832

42.

43.

44,

45.

46.

47.

48.

49.

Frasca M, Jonveaux T, Lhuaire Q, Bidegain-Sabas A, Chanteclair A,
Francis-Oliviero F, et al. Sedation practices in palliative care services across
France: a nationwide point-prevalence analysis. BMJ Support Palliat Care.
2024;13(e3):e1326-34.

Anquinet L, Rietjens JA, Mathers N, Seymour J, van der Heide A, Deliens L.
Descriptions by general practitioners and nurses of their collaboration in
continuous sedation until death at home: in-depth qualitative interviews
in three European countries. J Pain Symptom Manag. 2015;49(1):98-109.
Seymour J, Rietjens J, Bruinsma S, Deliens L, Sterckx S, Mortier F, et al.
Using continuous sedation until death for cancer patients: a qualitative
interview study of physicians'and nurses’practice in three European
countries. Palliat Med. 2015;29(1):48-59.

Heijltjes MT, van Thiel GIMW, Rietjens JAC, van der Heide A, de Graeff A,
van Delden JJM. Changing practices in the use of continuous sedation

at the end of life: a systematic review of the literature. J Pain Symptom
Manage. 2020;60(4):828-846.€3.

Robijn L, Cohen J, Rietjens J, Deliens L, Chambaere K. Trends in continu-
ous deep sedation until death between 2007 and 2013: a repeated
nationwide survey. PLoS One. 2016;11(6):e0158188.

Poulalhon C, Rotelli-Bihet L, Moine S, Fagot-Campagna A, Aubry R, Tuppin
P. Use of hospital palliative care according to the place of death and
disease one year before death in 2013: a French national observational
study. BMC Palliat Care. 2018;17(1):75.

Boudy CA, Bouchez T, Caprini D, Pourrat |, Munck S, Barbaroux A. Home-
based palliative care management: what are the useful resources for
general practitioners? A qualitative study among GPs in France. BMC Fam
Pract. 2020;21(1):222.

French national Health Insurance Fund (Cnam). Studies and data.
Disponible sur: https.//www.assurance-maladie.amelifr/actualite. Cité 13
juin 2024.

Publisher’s Note
Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in pub-
lished maps and institutional affiliations.

Page 11 of 11


https://www.assurance-maladie.ameli.fr/actualite

	General practitioners and palliative care practices: a better knowledge of specific services is still needed
	Abstract 
	Background 
	Methods 
	Results 
	Conclusions 

	Key statements
	What is already know about the topic?
	What this paper adds?
	Implications for research, practice and policy

	Background
	Materials and methods
	Study design and population
	Data collection
	Questionnaire components
	Data processing and analysis

	Results
	Participants demographics and location
	Participants training and experience in palliative care
	General practitioners’ knowledge of the French end-of-life law (Claeys Leonetti law)
	General practitioners’ perception about identifying patient who need palliative care
	General practitioners’ confidence about palliative and end of life care practices
	Availability, knowledge, and utilization of palliative care services according to general practitioners

	Discussion
	Main findings
	General practitioners training in palliative and end of life care
	General practitioners’ knowledge, confidence and perceptions about palliative and end of life care
	Availability, knowledge, and utilization of palliative care services according to general practitioners
	Strengths and limitations

	Conclusions
	Acknowledgements
	References


