10-14-05     For the Senior Circle
Loving Steps to Start the Conversation

You have spent a lifetime caring for your family – working for them, worrying about them, taking care of them. There is one more thing you can do for them now: let them know your wishes for how you would like to be cared for in the future.

Most people today will live a long life. As you age, you may become less able to take care of yourself and less able to make your health care decisions on your own. What if you cannot speak? Will your loved ones know your wishes? Will your wishes be honored?

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.  Act now to give your family peace of mind, not tough choices.
Only you know what is important to you. 

• What gives your life meaning and purpose? What helps you live well at this time in your life? 
• What are your fears or worries about the future as you become older and less able to care for yourself? What are your fears about health care treatments?
• Who, or what, sustains you when you face serious decisions or challenges in your life?

How Can You Take Charge?
1)  Request free materials

We can send you a free Planning Guide with a Health Care Proxy form (call the Human Services Coalition at 273-8686 or email info@hsctc.org). 
2) Have a conversation
There are many events and openings that can help you get started.  You will be surprised at how many possibilities you find.

Conversation triggers include:

· The serious illness of a relative

· The death of a friend or colleague

· Movies or television shows
· Sermons

· Annual medical checkups

· Family occasions 

Examples to start a conversation:
“As I become older and face more health problems, I am concerned that you don’t know what kind of care I would like. Could we talk about this? It would make me feel better now, and might help you feel better later.”

“Do you remember what happened to Aunt Mary when she was in the nursing home and couldn’t feed herself? None of us knew what she would have wanted. I don’t want you to have to go through that with me. That’s why I want to talk about this now, while we can.”

There are no right or wrong answers to this conversation. The most important thing is to share your thoughts, concerns and wishes.

Studies show that after patients had talked with their families or physicians about their wishes for end-of-life care, they felt that they had less fear and anxiety.  They also felt that they had more influence over their medical care and believed their doctors understood their medical wishes. 

3) Put your choices in writing

You can use the Health Care Proxy form in the materials listed above.  You do not need a lawyer, but will need two witnesses.  Once you have the signed form, make copies for your agent and anyone else who may be involved with your care. You can also send a copy to Cayuga Medical Center at Ithaca; they are maintaining a Central Registry of Health Care Proxy forms. Even if you do not receive services from them, they will keep your record on file so it can be easily found if needed.  
4) Get support for your planning
For help in thinking through your wishes, you (and your family) could meet with a trained Sharing Your Wishes community facilitator. They can listen to your concerns and help walk you through the steps.  For an appointment: call the Human Services Coalition of Tompkins County, 273-8686, or email info@hsctc.org.
More than 10 organizations in Tompkins County, including COFA and Lifelong, have formed the local Sharing Your Wishes Coalition, funded in part by the Community Health Foundation of Western and Central New York.  For more information, contact Betty Falcão, at the Human Services Coalition, 273-8686.


