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Patients have to make decisions about life and death.  At the Dorn VA Medical Center, we believe your medical care should follow your wishes.  You have choices if you become terminally ill or have a life-threatening situation. It is your right to refuse medical treatment or limit the medical treatment you receive. 

The best time to make decisions about your care is before you get sick or have a crisis. This booklet will help you understand some of your choices. You may want to write down what you want in documents called Advance Directives.

What are Advance Directives?

Advance Directives are legal papers. They tell your doctor what treatment you want when you are too sick to tell them. Three examples are:

1. Living Wills

2. Durable Power of Attorney for Health Care 

3. Treatment Preference Document 

It is up to you to decide if you want to sign Advance Directives.  You can talk to your family or significant other to help you make a decision that is best for you.  Your doctor, nurse, social worker or chaplain can give you information about advance directives.  If you decide to have an advance directive, your social worker will assist you in making arrangements
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  What is a Living Will?

In a Living Will, you decide if you want medical treatment and how much medical treatment you want if you are dying and there is no hope of you recovering.  It only covers life support systems and artificial feeding.  This may include breathing machines, feeding tubes and other measures.  You can say you want to die naturally and be given only treatment that will keep you comfortable.  When you sign a Living Will, you make sure that your wishes are followed. It is signed and witnessed by two people.  If you sign a South Carolina Living Will, it must be signed in the presence of an ombudsman.  The Living Will will be effective unless you change your mind.

What is a Durable Power of Attorney?

In a Durable Power of Attorney, you name someone you trust to make medical decisions for you if you can’t make decisions for yourself.  You can also name an alternate. This person is called a Health Care Agent. This document tells your agent your decision about what kind of treatment you want. The Durable Power of Attorney applies to all medical decisions. The VA Medical Center can give your agent information from your medical record to help make decisions about your treatment.  This document is signed, dated and witnessed.
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The treatment preference document is used along with a Living Will or a Durable Power of Attorney. It lets you write down your specific instructions about your treatment.  The form has specific questions.  Your answers will help your Doctor make the right health care decisions for you.  Some of the situations you need to consider are:

· You have an illness with no hope of recovery and are unable to make decisions
· You have a permanent loss of consciousness
· You have brain damage and are unable to speak
· Use of food and fluids to keep you alive longer
· Other treatments such as artificial breathing machines, antibiotics and feeding tubes
You should talk this over with your family, friends, significant other and your doctor.  This is the best way to let other people know what you want done to have done.

Important Information about Health Care Agents

· Must be over 18 years old

· Can be a family member, friend or clergy

· Should know you values and preferences

· Should know where your written instructions are

· Should have a copy of your instructions

Important Information about Witnesses

· Must be over 18 years old

· Who cannot be a witness?
· Spouse
· Any potential inheritor
· Any creditor
· Any doctor or nurse taking care of you
??????  Common Questions about Advance Directives
1. Can I change my mind about something after I sign my Advance Directive?

Answer: Yes

· You can always change your Advance Directive

· It is best to make changes in writing

2. Will Advance Directives let me choose to have everything done as long as there is reasonable chance of recovering?

Answer: Yes

· You could have a treatment trial

· Doctor would use a treatment as long as there was a reasonable chance of recovery

3. Is a Living Will the same as a regular will?

Answer: No

· A Living Will is for health decisions when you can not communicate. Some examples are coma, stroke and severe dementia like Alzheimer’s Disease.

· A regular will (Estate Will) is for personal possessions and finances.  This only goes into effect after you die.

4. Do I need a lawyer to do Advance Directives?

Answer: No

· You do not need a lawyer

· Most forms require two witnesses

5. What if there is no one I want to make a decision for me?

· Advance Directives can help your health care professionals do the kind of treatment you would want or do not want.

6.  What if my family does not agree with my Advance Directive?

· Good planning and communication help

· Try to have your family help you with the planning if possible

· Make your Health Care Agent someone you can trust to carry out your wishes. It does not have to be a family member.

· Your doctor must follow your instructions, even if your family does not agree.

7. Does having an Advance Directive mean I will not get any treatment?

Answer: No

· You will get the treatment you wanted.

· You will be given treatment to make you as comfortable as possible.

8. What if I do not want Advance Directive?

· You do not have to have Advance Directives.  They are not required.

· But, you have the right to have Advance Directives.

Making Advance Directives

· Think about what is important to you.

· Talk with your family, friends, significant other and health care professionals about how you feel about different treatments.

· Go through the Advance Directives forms and ask questions about things you do not understand.

How Do I Set Up Advance Directives?

When you are admitted to the hospital, you will be asked if you have signed Advance Directives.

● If you have we will make sure it is in your medical record.  

● If you do not have Advance Directives and you are interested in having them, the person admitting you will contact a social worker to come and talk to you.

 You can request information about Advance Directives anytime from a healthcare provider.  
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