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Objectives 

• To review important considerations when 
making medical decisions 

• To discuss advance care planning

• To review resources available to help with 
medical decision making 



Medical decision making in serious illness

What is serious illness? 
• The type of illness that require someone to be in the hospital

• The person may be so sick that they may die, but there is 
also a chance that they may recover 

https://planwellguide.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/Planwell-guide-short-version-July-2019-web.pdf



Medical decision making

Fam Pract Manag. 2017. 24(3):5-10.



• Learn about the specific diagnosis

• Ask health care team questions about the
diagnosis

• Use caution when doing research online à
use trusted websites (AAMAC, AAMDSIF)

Understand your diagnosis 

www.mdanderson.org/cancer-types/myelodysplastic-syndrome.html
www.saintlukeskc.org/health-library/when-your-child-has-aplastic-anemia
www.cancer.net/navigating-cancer-care/how-cancer-treated/making-decisions-about-cancer-treatment

http://www.mdanderson.org/cancer-types/myelodysplastic-syndrome.html
http://www.saintlukeskc.org/health-library/when-your-child-has-aplastic-anemia


Know your options

• Treatment options: 
• disease-directed treatment

• active surveillance (“watchful waiting”)

• supportive and palliative care

• clinical trials 

www.cancer.net/navigating-cancer-care/how-cancer-treated/making-decisions-about-cancer-treatment



Understand the goals of treatment

• Slow, stop, or eliminate the disease (‘disease-
directed’ or ‘disease-modifying’ therapy)

• Manage symptoms and side effects 
(‘supportive’ or ‘palliative care’)

www.cancer.net/navigating-cancer-care/how-cancer-treated/making-decisions-about-cancer-treatment



Questions to ask: 

• What are the ways to treat my condition? 
• What are the benefits and risks of each treatment?
• What treatment(s) do you recommend? Why do you think it is best for me? 
• When will I need to start treatment? 
• Will I need to be in the hospital? If so, for how long?
• How will we know if the treatment is working? 
• Would a clinical trial (research study) be right for me? 

www.cancer.gov/about-cancer/treatment/questions



Questions to ask about treatment & side effects

Treatment: 
• Where will I go for treatment?
• How is the treatment given (pill, injection, etc.)?
• How long will each treatment session take?
• Should a family member or friend come with me to my treatments?

Side-effects: 
• What are the possible short and long-term side effects?
• Are there any side-effects that I should call you about right away? 
• Who do I call if I need help?
• Are there any lasting effects of treatment? 
• How can I prevent/treat side effects? 
• What other impacts will there be on everyday life (ex. Visitor restrictions, inability to work, inability to travel, etc.)?

www.cancer.gov/about-cancer/treatment/questions



Questions to ask about clinical trials 

• How often will I have to come to the hospital/clinic?

• Will I have to stay in the hospital during the clinical trial? If so, how often 
and for how long? 

• Will I have to travel long distance at all? 

• Will I have check-ups/follow-up after the trial? 

• How does the treatment I would receive in the trial compare with the 
other treatment choices? 

www.cancer.gov/about-cancer/treatment/clinical-trials/questions



Consider the risks and benefits of each treatment option 
(including no disease-directed treatment!)

Think about:
• The positive and negatives of each treatment option, 

including: 
• Chance of a cure
• Possible short- and long-term side effects
• Likelihood of recurrence of the disease after treatment
• Chances of living longer with or without the treatment
• Impact on your quality of life and independence
• Preferences of you and your family

www.cancer.net/navigating-cancer-care/how-cancer-treated/making-decisions-about-cancer-treatment



Discuss your decision with people you trust

• Family members
• Friends
• Member of your church
• Spiritual advisor
• Social worker
• Someone else with the same condition (peer support, AAMAC) 

www.cancer.net/navigating-cancer-care/how-cancer-treated/making-decisions-about-cancer-treatment



Questions to Ask When You Have Finished Treatment

• How long will it take for me to get better and feel more like myself?
• What kind of care should I expect after my treatment?
• What long-term health issues can I expect as a result of my condition and the treatment?
• What is the chance that my condition will return?
• What symptoms should I tell you about?
• Who do I call if I develop these symptoms?
• What can I do to be as healthy as possible?
• Which doctor(s) should I see for my follow-up care? How often?
• What tests do I need after treatment is over? How often will I have the tests?
• What records do I need to keep about my treatment?
• Can you suggest a support group that might help me?

www.cancer.gov/about-cancer/coping/survivorship/questions



Medical decision making and values

https://planwellguide.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/Planwell-guide-short-version-July-2019-web.pdf



What matters to you? 

https://planwellguide.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/Planwell-guide-short-version-July-2019-web.pdf



https://planwellguide.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/Planwell-guide-short-version-July-2019-web.pdf



Advance Care Planning & Goals of Care Designation

Advance Care Planning
“…a way to help you think about, talk about 
and document wishes for health care in the 
event that you become incapable of consenting 
to or refusing treatment or other care” 

Goals of Care Designation
“…a medical order used to describe and 
communicate the general aim or focus of care 
including the preferred location of that care”

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mPtu-
FpY1Kw

www.albertahealthservices.ca/info/page12585.aspx

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mPtu-FpY1Kw


www.pccncalgary.org/de/194.pdf

Advance care planning – Why?

• ACP is a gift…for everyone (individuals, caregivers/family 
members, clinicians)

• Health wishes are made known
• Improved EOL care
• Less aggressive treatment at EOL
• Removes ambiguity for fam members à can lead to improved 

bereavement outcomes



Bruera & Hui, 2010, JCO, 28(25), 4013-4017



Bruera & Hui, 2010, JCO, 28(25), 4013-4017





ACP: The Status Quo

2012 Ipsos-Reid poll:

• 86% of Canadians had not heard of ACP

• <50% had discussed health care treatments with a fam 
member or friend to express what they would want if they 
were ill and unable to communicate

• 9% had spoken to a HCP about their wishes for care

• >80% did not have a written plan

www.advancecareplanning.ca/wp-content/uploads/2015/09/acp_cancer_booklet_-_oncologist_final-web.pdf



BMJ Qual Saf 2016 25: 671-679



• 16 hospitals in Canada
• N= 808 patients, 631 family members

• Compared expressed preferences and documented orders for use of CPR
• 35% of patients had orders to receive CPR when they wouldn’t have wanted 

it
• 2% of patients had orders for NO CPR when they would have wanted it

BMJ Qual Saf 2016 25: 671-679





www.pccncalgary.org/palliative2_nov15.pdf



www.albertahealthservices.ca/info/page12585.aspx



www.albertahealthservices.ca/info/page12585.aspx



www.advancecareplanning.ca/wp-content/uploads/2015/10/ACP-CPR-Tool_FINAL-web.pdf

Example: CPR 



CPR Success Rates

www.advancecareplanning.ca/wp-content/uploads/2015/10/ACP-CPR-Tool_FINAL-web.pdf



Outcomes after CPR

www.advancecareplanning.ca/wp-content/uploads/2015/10/ACP-CPR-Tool_FINAL-web.pdf



www.advancecareplanning.ca/wp-content/uploads/2015/10/ACP-CPR-Tool_FINAL-web.pdf



www.advancecareplanning.ca/wp-content/uploads/2015/10/ACP-CPR-Tool_FINAL-web.pdf



Shared decision making

https://planwellguide.com/serious-illness-decision-making/



Resources 

What’s Important to Me (patient version)
https://planwellguide.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/GVHT-Pt-Orig-June-2018.pdf

What’s Important to Me (substitute decision maker version)

https://planwellguide.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/GVHT-SDM_Orig-June-2018.pdf

My ICU Guide: www.myicuguide.ca

Legal terms in each province: https://planwellguide.com/legal-terms/

Speak Up Canada: www.advancecareplanning.ca

https://planwellguide.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/GVHT-Pt-Orig-June-2018.pdf
https://planwellguide.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/GVHT-SDM_Orig-June-2018.pdf
https://www.myicuguide.ca/
https://planwellguide.com/legal-terms/
https://www.advancecareplanning.ca/


Resources: Conversations Matter

• Goal of care designation – only one 
component of ACP

• Conversations:
• GCD
• but also, more broadly…about serious illness, 

goals, care, wishes

https://myhealth.alberta.ca/Alberta/Pages/advance-care-planning-conversation-matters.aspx



Advance Care Planning (ACP) 

www.advancecareplanning.ca



https://decisionaid.ohri.ca/docs/das/opdg.pdf



Thank you!


