Advance Care Planning

Sample Editorial Article


Make Health Care Decisions Today for Tomorrow’s Peace of Mind

Let’s talk about something that no one wants to talk about.

For many of us, this is the way we feel about having to deal with our mortality, our final years of life.  

Most of us don’t want to talk about chronic illness or death because we feel that our final phase of life won’t come for a long time. We may also assume that conversations about our final years will make our loved ones uncomfortable.

However, advance care planning—the process that prepares you and your family to make the right choices for health care treatment in your final years—is as important as planning a retirement, managing your investments or making a will.

With improvement in lifestyles, advances in medicines and health care technology, Americans are living longer lives than ever before.  Based on U.S. Census data, by 2030 nearly 9 million Americans will be over age 85.  However, the majority of older adults will experience a serious chronic illness or disability in their last phase of life. Many will need assistance to make informed health care decisions; without assistance, they may completely lose the opportunity to have their wishes followed.

Take a moment to think about the following scenarios:

You are 80 years old and your kidneys are failing.  This makes you weak and unable to do anything but sit in a chair and watch television all day.  You have been told that you need to begin kidney dialysis to stay alive.  You understand this means that you will have some good days when you will feel able to get out of the house.  However, you will spend hours every few days at the dialysis center receiving the treatment.  Do you want dialysis?  If so, for how long?

You have had a stroke.  You are unable to speak clearly, but you understand others.  With a little help you can dress and care for yourself, and you can get around pretty well with a walker.  Before your stroke you were scheduled to have a total hip replacement.  Now that some time has passed since your stroke and you are doing better, your doctor asks if you want to reschedule the surgery for the hip replacement.  After the surgery, you will have about six months of therapy and exercise, but then you will have much less pain in your hip.  Your doctor thinks you are medically stable enough for the procedure.  Who will help you communicate your wishes and all your questions about the procedure to your doctor?

Planning in advance for health care before there is a crisis and a major medical treatment is needed allows you to name someone you trust to act as your health care agent to make decisions for you if you are unable.  It is the best way to ensure that your wishes will be carried out even if you are no longer able to clearly express yourself. 

- more -

Simply talking about these desires with your loved ones is not enough.  Your wishes need to be detailed in writing. 

Planning in advance is the best way to relieve your loved ones of the burden of making health care decisions for you in a time of crisis. Under New York State law, no one—not even a family member—has the right to make decisions about your medical treatment unless you have given them the legal authority to make decisions for you or you have left clear documentation of you wishes for treatment.

We can’t predict our quality of life for tomorrow or even in 20 years from now.  That’s why it’s so important to begin the process of advance care planning while you’re still able to make your wishes known about your health care choices.

Advance care planning can be completed in a simple four-step process:

1. Think about what is important to you and how you want to receive health care.

2. Appoint a health care agent, a person to speak for you if you are ever unable to speak for yourself.

3. Talk to your agent about your health care wishes.

4. Put your choices in writing using the New York State Health Care Proxy form available through ____________________________________.

 [PUT SHARING YOUR WISHES PROGRAM DEFINITION HERE AND COALITION CONTACT INFORMATION]

No matter how you choose to outline your desires for your health care for your last phase of life, the important fact is that you do it.  For the benefit of your family and loved ones, find a time when you can have an uninterrupted conversation about advanced care planning.  Do it for them, and do it for you.  When the time comes that decisions need to be made, make sure they are the ones that you want made, and make sure they’re made by people you trust.  By planning ahead for your health care, you can give your loved ones peace of mind – not tough choices.

# # #

For use by the Sharing Your Wishes program

Community Health Foundation of Western & Central New York

Copyright 2005


