POLST: Giving Voice to Your Trusted Partner

Gary, who is 67, and Robert, 72, met and fell in love in 2002. Ten years later, when same-sex
marriage became legal in Washington State, they were the first gay couple to be married in
Cowlitz County.

It was very important to them to marry. “We wanted to be
together, and we knew it would make legal and health care
issues much easier if we were married,” they said.

In the LGBTQ+ community, if a couple is not married,
decisions about medical care will often go to the family of
the partner who is ill, not to their partner. Family members
may not know the wishes of the person who is ill. And the
partner who does know might be left out of the
conversation when important decisions about health care
are made.

After they married, Gary and Robert met with their lawyer
to complete an Advance Directive so that they would be
the legal health care decision maker for each other if they
got sick.

In 2019, Gary was diagnosed with a very serious cancer. His doctor of many years said to Gary
and Robert that it might be time to consider a POLST to make sure that Gary got the care he
wanted in an emergency situation. An Advance Directive would not be enough in an
emergency, he explained. Without a POLST, emergency teams would have no choice but to “do
everything,” even if this is not what Gary wanted.

Gary and Robert had both heard too many horror stories about people being kept alive when
they were near the end of their lives with treatments that added to their suffering. Before
signing his POLST, Gary talked to his church pastors, and he discussed with Robert the choices
he was making. He was very sure about the treatments he did and did not want.

“Being older makes a difference. You think about your own death more,” Gary said. As serious
as his cancer is, he knows he doesn’t want CPR. He knows that he wants to continue
medications and even surgery, if his doctors think it will help. He is also sure that he does not
want any chemotherapy. When he reaches the time for hospice, he knows he can update his
POLST at any time to focus on his comfort.

“You don’t want your loved one to have to make these decisions,” said Gary. “They are your
decisions to make. You can help to take the grief away from the people you love when you
complete a POLST. It’s actually very comforting to know you’ve taken care of something this
important.”



