Family Members Should Not Be Required to Sign
a POLST for Their Loved One

Jimmy and his loving wife, Dawn, often talked about what medical treatment he would want if he was
very sick and could not speak for himself. Dawn knew that Jimmy wanted to die at home if there was
nothing more that doctors could do to help him. He did not want to be in the hospital, kept alive by
machines.

“Just get me home, Dawn,” Jimmy had often said. “Just let me go in peace.”

Jimmy had stayed so strong even though the illness took so much away from him. Dawn wanted very
much to honor his wish to die at home with the people and things that he loved. She wanted to give him
this moment of dignity.

She was heartbroken when doctors told her the time had come when no treatments were working. She
had been fearing this day for a long time. But at least she knew what Jimmy wanted. When the doctor
said it would be best to let Jimmy die naturally if his heart stopped — she agreed.

Then the doctor told her that Jimmy would need a POLST form to make sure his wishes were carried out
when he left the hospital to go home. Again, Dawn agreed. “Of course,” she said sadly, “that is what he
would want.”

But what came next was a shock for Dawn. After the doctor had completed and signed Jimmy’s POLST,
he asked Dawn to sign it too. This was too much for her. It was one thing to tell the doctor what Jimmy
wanted. But it was so much harder to be the one to sign the form and officially state that Jimmy should
be allowed to die if his heart stopped.

“I knew what Jimmy wanted, and | wanted to
make that happen. But signing that form felt
too painful. | just could not do it,” Dawn said.

It is for this reason that, in Oregon and some
other states, family members do not need to
sign a POLST form when their loved one
cannot speak for themselves. Studies show
that it often puts a big burden of guilt and
anxiety on family members when they must
sign the form and take active steps to stop or
limit treatment for the person they love.

One family member said “l would not wish this on my worst enemy.”

For Dawn and others in this situation it is very important that they tell doctors what their loved ones would want.
But it is much more compassionate to leave it to the doctor* to sign the POLST. This spares family members from
carrying the added burden of guilt and distress into the future.

*In Oregon, Nurse Practitioners, Physician Assistants and Naturopathic Doctors can also sign a POLST





