Definition of Terms Related to Advance Directives

Advance directive – A general term that describes two kinds of legal documents, living wills and medical powers of attorney. 
1. Living Will is a legal document in which you state the kind of health care you want or don't want under certain circumstances. "Living Will" is an older term, and has been associated and limited to terminally ill patients. The newer term is Advance Directive.

2. Health Care Proxy (or Durable Health Care Power of Attorney) is a legal document in which you name someone close to you to make decisions about your health care in the event you become incapacitated.
These documents allow a person to give instructions about future medical care should he or she be unable to participate in medical decisions due to serious illness or incapacity. Each state regulates the use of advance directives differently.

Artificial nutrition and hydration – Artificial nutrition and hydration supplements or replaces ordinary eating and drinking by giving a chemically balanced mix of nutrients and fluids through a tube placed directly into the stomach, the upper intestine or a vein.

Brain death – The irreversible loss of all brain function. Most states legally define death to include brain death.

Capacity – In relation to end-of-life decision-making, a patient has medical decision making capacity if he or she has the ability to understand the medical problem and the risks and benefits of the available treatment options. The patient’s ability to understand other unrelated concepts is not relevant. The term is frequently used interchangeably with competency but is not the same. Competency is a legal status imposed by the court.

Cardiopulmonary resuscitation – Cardiopulmonary resuscitation (CPR) is a group of treatments used when someone’s heart and/or breathing stops. CPR is used in an attempt to restart the heart and breathing. It may consist only of mouth-to-mouth breathing or it can include pressing on the chest to mimic the heart’s function and cause blood to circulate. Electric shock and drugs also are used frequently to stimulate the heart.

Conservator – A person appointed by a court to manage someone else's financial affairs when that person is unable to do so alone.
Do-Not-Resuscitate (DNR) order – A DNR order is a physician’s written order instructing healthcare providers not to attempt cardiopulmonary resuscitation (CPR) in case of cardiac or respiratory arrest. A person with a valid DNR order will not be given CPR under these circumstances. Although the DNR order is written at the request of a person or his or her family, it must be signed by a physician to be valid. A non-hospital DNR order is written for individuals who are at home and do not want to receive CPR.
Elder Law Attorney – A lawyer who specializes in laws pertaining to the rights and issues of older adults, including estate planning, probate health care decisions, retirement planning, Medicare and Medicaid, long-term care, residential planning, and elder abuse.

Emergency Medical Services (EMS) – A group of governmental and/or private agencies that provide emergency medical care. EMS personnel generally include paramedics, first responders and other ambulance crew.

Five Wishes – A national advance directive written in simple language that helps start important conversations about care. It combines the living will and health care power of attorney documents and addresses matters of comfort care, spirituality, forgiveness and final wishes. Created by the nonprofit organization Aging With Dignity. The document meets statutory criteria in 42 states.
Guardian – A person appointed by the court to be responsible for the care and management of another person whom the court has determined is no longer capable of making independent decisions.
Healthcare agent – The person named in an advance directive or as permitted under state law to make healthcare decisions on behalf of a person who is unable to make medical decisions on the own behalf.

Health Care Power of Attorney – A kind of power of attorney in which someone (the grantor) appoints another person — such as a spouse, adult child, friend or faith leader — to make health care decisions should the grantor become unable to do so. Also called a health care proxy.
Hospice – Considered to be the model for quality, compassionate care for people facing a life-limiting illness or injury, hospice and palliative care involve a team-oriented approach to expert medical care, pain management, and emotional and spiritual support expressly tailored to the person’s needs and wishes. Support is provided to the persons loved ones as well.

Incapacity – A court determination concerning the ability of a person to make self-care or financial decisions. People are presumed to have capacity unless there is evidence to the contrary.
Intubation – Refers to "endotracheal intubation" the insertion of a tube through the mouth or nose into the trachea (windpipe) to create and maintain an open airway to assist breathing.

Letter of Instruction – A personal letter that may include instructions for planning a funeral and the names of people to contact upon death. The letter may also include a list of accounts and the phone numbers of employers, insurance agents or brokers. The final part often names the people who should receive personal items not included in the will. Special messages for family members may also be included. The letter often accompanies a will.

Life-sustaining treatment - Treatments (medical procedures) that replace or support an essential bodily function (may also be called life support treatments). Life-sustaining treatments include cardiopulmonary resuscitation, mechanical ventilation, artificial nutrition and hydration, dialysis, and other treatments.

Living will – A type of advance directive in which an individual documents his or her wishes about medical treatment should he or she be at the end of life and unable to communicate. It may also be called a “directive to physicians”, “healthcare declaration,” or “medical directive.”

Long-Term Care Ombudsman – A person who investigates and resolves complaints on behalf of residents of nursing homes and other long-term care facilities.
Mechanical ventilation – Mechanical ventilation is used to support or replace the function of the lungs. A machine called a ventilator (or respirator) forces air into the lungs. The ventilator is attached to a tube inserted in the nose or mouth and down into the windpipe (or trachea).

Medical power of attorney – A document that allows an individual to appoint

someone else to make decisions about his or her medical care if he or she is unable to communicate. This type of advance directive may also be called a healthcare proxy, durable power of attorney for healthcare or appointment of a healthcare agent. The person appointed may be called a healthcare agent, surrogate, attorney-in-fact or proxy.

Palliative care – A comprehensive approach to treating serious illness that focuses on the physical, psychological, spiritual, and existential needs of the patient. Its goal is to achieve the best quality of life available to the patient by relieving suffering, and controlling pain and symptoms.

Patient Self-Determination Act – A federal law requiring hospitals to uphold patients' rights to make personal health care decisions. According to the act, a patient has the right to refuse treatment and resuscitative measures.

POLST ("Physician Orders for Life-Sustaining Treatment.") – POLST is an element of transitional care. It uses a standardized medical order form printed on brightly colored paper for health care professionals to indicate which types of life-sustaining treatment a seriously ill patient wants or doesn't want if his or her condition worsens. Often, necessary conversations about end-of-life medical interventions and intensity of care don't occur. The POLST form, signed by both the physician and the patient, becomes a tool to capture these discussions and make them part of the patient's medical record. The form moves with the patient and must be honored across all settings of care. 

Power of attorney – A legal document allowing one person to act in a legal matter on another’s behalf regarding to financial or real estate transactions.

Respiratory arrest –The cessation of breathing - an event in which an individual stops breathing. If breathing is not restored, an individual's heart eventually will stop beating, resulting in cardiac arrest.

Surrogate decision-making – Surrogate decision-making laws allow an individual or group of individuals (usually family members) to make decisions about medical treatments for a patient who has lost decision-making capacity and did not prepare an advance directive. A majority of states have passed statutes that permit surrogate decision making for patients without advance directives.

Ventilator – A ventilator, also known as a respirator, is a machine that pushes air into the lungs through a tube placed in the trachea (breathing tube). Ventilators are used when a person cannot breathe on his or her own or cannot breathe effectively enough to provide adequate oxygen to the cells of the body or rid the body of carbon dioxide.

Will – A legal document that communicates how a person wishes personal assets and property to be passed on after death.
Withholding or withdrawing treatment – Forgoing life-sustaining measures or discontinuing them after they have been used for a certain period of time.
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