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As a patient, you have
the right to make your
own decisions about

your health care. You also
have the right to expect that
your decisions will be hon-
ored. But if an unexpected
disease or illness prevents you
from communicating, how
will your doctor and loved
ones know your wishes for
care and treatment? 

One way to make sure your wishes
are followed is to prepare an advance
directive. An advance directive is a
written statement about the kinds of
medical treatment you do or do not
want if you become unable to commu-
nicate. Although they vary from state
to state, there are basically three types
of advance directives.

Medical power of attorney
When you become unable to com-

municate, the authority to make deci-
sions on your behalf falls to your closest
relatives, usually your spouse or, if you
are unmarried or your spouse has died,
your children or parents. However, you
may want a particular family member or
other person to make these decisions.
By completing and signing a form for
medical power of attorney, also known
as health care proxy or durable power
of attorney for health care, you can
appoint someone whom you know and
trust to make decisions for you if you
become unable to do so. This person,
referred to as your agent, has the same
decision-making power as you would
have: he or she may agree to or refuse
medical treatment or life support on
your behalf.

You can limit your agent’s decision-
making authority. For example, you
may say that you wish to receive certain
medications or treatments. You can also
say whether you want to be treated by 
a certain physician or at a particular

hospital. Your agent is obligated to 
follow your guidelines. Even after you
have appointed an agent, you still have
the power to make decisions about your
care. You can take away your agent’s
authority at any time, either orally or 
in writing, regardless of whether you are
considered competent. If you designate
your spouse as your agent, his or her
decision-making authority will be re-
voked if you get a divorce unless you
state otherwise on the form. 

Living will
A living will, also known as a 

directive to physicians and family or
surrogates, is a legal document that
describes the kinds of treatments you
want if you become terminally ill. A
living will does not designate a person
to make health care decisions for you;
instead, it gives doctors instructions 
for how to treat you if you cannot tell
them yourself. For example, you can 
use a living will to let your doctor know
that you do not want to receive artificial
nourishment (tube feeding). A living
will takes effect only when you are
receiving end-of-life care.

Limitations to medical powers 
of attorney and living wills

Although medical power of attorney
gives decision-making authority to one
person, it does not tell that person
explicitly what to do in every possible
situation. Similarly, while a living will
can give your doctors and loved ones an
idea of what you want, it does not spec-
ify what should be done in every possi-
ble situation. One approach is to set 
up both medical power of attorney and 

a living will. This way, your agent can
make decisions for you based on what
you have stipulated in your living will.

Do-not-resuscitate orders
If you stop breathing or your heart

stops, health care providers are obligat-
ed to do everything medically possible
to help you. But if you feel that resusci-
tation would only leave you permanent-
ly incapacitated, you may choose to
have a do-not-resuscitate order (DNR).
A DNR is a form signed by your doctor
that allows you to refuse CPR or other
life-sustaining treatments if you stop
breathing or your heart stops.

Preparing advance directives
Anyone age 18 years or older can

prepare an advance directive. Advance
directives do not have to be complicat-
ed legal documents—they do not even
have to be written by an attorney. How-
ever, to be valid, they must comply with
your state’s laws. All advance directives
should be signed, witnessed, and nota-
rized. Often, you can obtain the appro-
priate forms from your physician or hos-
pital. You can also contact your state’s
health department to obtain the neces-
sary forms, or simply write your wishes
down yourself. Always be sure to discuss
your wishes with your family and health
care providers and provide them with
copies of your advance directives.

Preparing an advance directive will
help you have conversations about life,
health, and death from a realistic per-
spective. These conversations will re-
duce the burden of decision-making for
your loved ones during difficult times. ●

Planning Ahead 
with Advance Directives

More information about advance 
directives, as well as forms for medical
powers of attorney and living wills, 
are available through M. D. Anderson’s
Department of Social Work, online 
at http://www.mdanderson.org/
departments/socialwork.
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An advance directive 
is a written statement 

about the kinds of 
medical treatment 

you do or do not want 
if you become unable 

to communicate.


