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Taking Charge before the Crisis

Most of our parents will live a long life. However, as they age they often become less able to take care of themselves and, at some time, may reach the point of not being able to make their own health care decisions. What if they have a heart attack and cannot speak? What if they are temporarily in a coma?  

Will you know what kind of health care they would want? Will you be able to honor their wishes?

Most of us know someone who has been faced with the questions and concerns that arise when an elderly relative or friend becomes frail and develops a serious illness with complications. For example:

· My friend’s mother is becoming confused and disoriented; he and his sister realize that they don’t really know what kind of care their mother would want if she became unable to make health care decisions.

· My colleague’s father has severe diabetes and is headed for kidney failure or a heart attack. The family tiptoes around, not sure what will happen next; their father refuses to talk about possible complications, saying “I don’t want to talk; I want to die in my sleep.”

· A neighbor’s uncle has chronic lung disease and has been hospitalized four times in the last year. Twice he has been put on a breathing machine for a short period of time.  My neighbor realizes that she doesn’t know what her uncle would want if his heart should stop.

Medical providers are all too aware of the divisions that can arise in a family when there have been no conversations about serious health care choices.  For example, a local family is caring for their mother who is in the end stages of cancer and is in the hospital in a coma. Four of the children agree on a course of treatment; the fifth does not. Their mother had never talked about what kind of care she would want and the situation is at a standstill. The family members are in turmoil and argue vehemently about what is the loving thing to do.

There are many reasons people don’t talk about these issues, including the powerful emotions they may stir. However, the cost of not talking about these issues is unnecessary suffering for everyone involved.  The time to talk is now, before a health crisis.

How Can You Take Charge?
1)  Request free materials

The local Sharing Your Wishes Coalition can send you a free Planning Guide with a Health Care Proxy form (call 273-8686 or email info@hsctc.org).  It has four easy steps:

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

2. Select a person to speak for you if you are unable to speak for yourself.

3. Talk about your health care wishes, including your values and goals,

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

Or you could download a guide from the New York State Attorney General’s web site http://www.oag.state.ny.us/, then search for “health care proxy”.
For forms in other States, go to http://www.nhpco.org/  National Hospice and Palliative Care Organization; click on Advance Directives.

American Bar Association has a Consumer’s Tool Kit for Health Care Advance Planning  http://www.abanet.org/aging/toolkit/home.html.

2) Have a conversation

There are many events and openings that can help you get started such as the serious illness of a relative, movies, newspaper headlines, sermons and family get-togethers.

Also, EAP is hosting a presentation on "Talking with Family about Difficult Decisions: Advance Health Care Planning" on April  17, 9:00 – 11:00. See ______ for details. 



