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PART I  

Understanding Your Health Care Directive  

WHAT IT MEANS: Your Health Care Directive is the document in which you make known 

your wishes for medical treatment or non-treatment. It only comes into effect if you are not 

able to speak for yourself. 

 

 

WHY YOU SHOULD HAVE A HEALTH CARE DIRECTIVE: In a medical emergency, or any 

other circumstance which leaves you unable to communicate, this is the document that will 

help those responsible for your care to decide on your treatment. And it will help your 

loved ones to make the right decisions on your behalf.  

 

Without a Health Care Directive you may be subject to aggressive medical intervention, 

which you may not want to have. Or you may have a specific medical condition for which 

you do want all available treatment. Your Health Care Directive provides guidance to health 

care professionals with respect to your wishes for care. 

 

 

HOW TO GO ABOUT IT: First, read Considering Your Personal Values. This will start you 

off thinking about what is important to you in terms of quality of life. 

 

 

Considering Your Personal Values  

1. What do you feel gives your life its purpose and meaning? 

 

2. What do you particularly  value about your physical or mental well-being: 

Do you most love to be outdoors? 

Are large family gatherings your happiest times? 

Do you prefer quiet time alone listening to music or reading? 

Have you a favorite pastime such as bridge or crosswords? 

Do you have a hobby, perhaps painting or collecting?   
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3. If you were no longer able to enjoy the things that are important to you because of 

deterioration in your sight, or hearing, or mobility, do you think  this would affect 

the health care decisions you would make? 

 

4. If you could plan it today, what would the last day of your life be like? 

Where would you be? 

What would you be doing? 

Who would be with you? 

What would you eat, if you were able to eat? 

Would you want the comfort of spiritual support, such as a member of the 

clergy or someone who shares your religious beliefs? 

  

 5. Are there people to whom you would want to write a letter, or tape a message, 

 perhaps marked for opening at a future time? 

 

 6. How do you want to be remembered? If you were to write your own obituary or 

 epitaph, what would it say? 

 

 7. Are there other personal values you want others to be aware of? 

 

 

NEXT: Read Considering Your Medical Priorities. This is the most difficult part, because it 

asks you to imagine yourself in various critical conditions, and to then think about what 

treatment you would want to accept or refuse in each case, and to write down your 

answers.  

Writing down your answers is just for your own information and to help clear things in 

your mind, so that you are better prepared for the next step. 
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Considering Your Medical Priorities  

1. Which of the following do you fear most  near the end of life? 

Being in pain 

Losing the ability to think  

Being a burden on loved ones 

 
2. Is it more important for you to (a) have your wishes for treatment followed at the end 

of life even if family members or friends disagree, or (b) have family and friends all in 

agreement and comfortable with whatever decision is made? 

a) Have your wishes for treatment followed, even if there is disagreement 

b) Have family and friends all in agreement 

c) I am uncertain 

 
3. Imagine that you are now seriously ill, and doctors are recommending chemotherapy 

and this treatment usually has very severe side effects, such as pain, nausea, vomiting 

and weakness that could last 2-3 months. 

Would you be willing to endure the side effects if the chance of regaining your current 

health was less than 25 in 100? 

Yes   No   I am uncertain 

 
4. In the same circumstances as in the previous question, suppose that your condition is 

clearly terminal, but the chemotherapy has an 80% chance of giving you an additional 

six months of life. 

Would you want the chemotherapy even though it has severe side effects, such as pain, 
nausea, vomiting and weakness? 

Yes   No   I am uncertain 

 
5. )ÍÁÇÉÎÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÙÏÕ ÈÁÄ Á ÄÅÍÅÎÔÉÁȟ ÓÕÃÈ ÁÓ !ÌÚÈÅÉÍÅÒȭÓ ÄÉÓÅÁÓÅȟ ÁÎÄ ÉÔ ÈÁÄ ÐÒÏÇÒÅÓÓÅÄ ÔÏ 

the point where you could not recognize or have a conversation with your loved ones.   

When spoon-feeding was no longer possible, would you want to be fed by a tube into 

your stomach? 

Yes   No   I am uncertain  
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6. Imagine you had advanced dementia to the same degree as in the above question. You 

have already been hospitalized twice in the past year for pneumonia and other lung 

infections which required aggressive medical intervention including massive doses of 

antibiotics. 

The next time you get pneumonia, which if left untreated could be fatal, do you want 

aggressive treatment again, or would you prefer simply to have comfort care until death 

comes? 

a) Aggressive treatment including antibiotics 

b) No treatment, comfort care only 

c) I am uncertain 

 

7. Imagine you have long-standing diabetes, or a severe circulatory condition such as 

advanced arterial disease that resulted in one leg being amputated because it developed 

gangrene.  Now, the other leg develops gangrene and the doctor recommends 

amputation because the condition could be fatal. 

Would you want the operation or would you prefer to simply have comfort care and 

allow your untreated medical condition to bring about your death? 

a) I would want the surgery 

b) No surgery, comfort care only 

c) I am uncertain 

 

8. Imagine that you are physically frail and you need help with most routine daily 

activities, such as dressing, bathing, eating, and going to the toilet.  You live in a nursing 

home and your mind is fairly clear and capable most of the time. You develop a severe 

kidney infection which if left untreated would lead to multiple organ failure and death. 

Would you want to be hospitalized and receive aggressive medical intervention, or 

would you prefer not to be treated but to simply have comfort care and allow your 

untreated medical condition to bring about your death? 

a) Treated in hospital 

b) No treatment, comfort care only 

c) I am uncertain 

 
9.  Imagine you have congestive heart failure that causes your lungs to fill up with fluid, 

leaving you extremely breathless, and that also causes your ankles to swell up so that 

walking is difficult. You are always short of breath and tired, and unable to walk even 

one block. Your health is poor but you are alert and able to enjoy time with family and 

friends.  


