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5 steps for advance 
care planning  
Advance care planning may be a difficult topic 
to think about and discuss, but it’s essential to 
consider what’s important to you.  

What is advance care planning?  
Advance care planning is a way to help you think 
about, talk about and share your thoughts and 
wishes including your healthcare decisions. It’s 
the process of making decisions about the care 
you would want if you became unable to speak 
for yourself.  

 
 

There are no right or wrong decisions for the care you select; these choices are usually based on values and 
preferences.  

Five steps to advance care planning  

 Think about your treatment preferences  
It’s important to make decisions about emergency, life-
sustaining treatments you would—or would not—like 
to receive. These treatment options may include:  
• CPR (cardiopulmonary resuscitation)  
• Ventilator  
• Artificial nutrition and hydration  
• Treatment for new conditions (e.g., infection, cancer, 

kidney failure)  
• Palliative care (e.g., hospice)  

 Choose someone to speak for you if needed  
A healthcare agent (also called a healthcare proxy or 
surrogate) is someone who will make decisions for 
you when you might not be able to do so. Consider 
someone who is:  
• Comfortable talking about end-of-life care  
• Calm during a crisis  
• Not afraid to ask questions and seek counsel  
• Able to talk to your family  
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Benefits of advance 
care planning 
• Makes your wishes known  

• Allows you to make decisions 
that align with your values  

• May provide you and your 
family with peace of mind  

• Helps to relieve some of the 
burden from family and friends 



Section continues |  2 

 Complete advance care documents  
Each state is different, but there are usually two pieces to an advance care plan:  
• Advance directive, or living will – a written document that tells doctors how you want to be treated if you 

are unable to make decisions  
• Durable power of attorney (DPA) for healthcare – the legal document naming your healthcare agent, 

surrogate or proxy  
Each state has its own version of the two documents so make sure you read them carefully and understand 
them completely. Consult with an attorney if you have any questions or need help.  
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FAQs about advance care documents  
• Who needs these documents? 

Anyone over the age of 18.  

• What are the requirements for “making it official”? 
It depends on the state you live in. We recommend that you meet with a lawyer for help 
with completing any advance directive documents. It’s important that you read all of the 
documents carefully.  

• Can it be changed? 
These documents are “living” documents. This means they can be adjusted as your situation 
changes because of new information or changes in your health, as long as you are considered 
of sound mind to do so. Changes need to be signed and notarized in compliance with the laws 
in your state.  

• Do you need multiple documents if you travel often? 
If you frequently spend time in more than one state, you may want to consider filling out forms 
for each state and keeping copies in each place.  

• Where should you keep copies? 
It’s important to store your advance care documents in a safe place, but keep a copy that’s easily 
accessible. It’s also recommended that you share a copy with your healthcare team and your 
healthcare agent.3  
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 Share your choices with others  
Consider providing copies of your advance directive with the following people:  
• Healthcare agent, proxy or surrogate  
• Primary care provider  
• Medical specialist(s)  
• Hospital  
• Faith leader  

Make sure your loved ones are aware of your chosen healthcare representative and your end-of-life 
care wishes. They need to know why you have asked your chosen healthcare representative to act as 
your advocate, as well as the wishes you have chosen.  

Ensure that your loved ones understand your decisions by voicing your own personal concerns, values, 
spiritual beliefs or views about what makes life worth living. The following can be helpful conversation 
starters:  
• The death of a friend, colleague or neighbor  
• Family gatherings  
• Funeral or memorial service  
• Movies, TV shows or news events—when watching a movie, a medical show on TV or even in the news, 

situations come up that often can be used to start the conversation  
• Newspaper and magazine articles  
• Your own experience having to take care of everything for someone else who hadn’t done their advance 

care planning  

 Update when needed  
Situations change, so you may need to update your advance care documents from time to time. Some 
examples of when you need to update may include:  
• Changing your mind about care  
• A change in your health status  
• A change in your residency  
• A change in who you’d like to serve as your healthcare agent, proxy or surrogate  
• Divorce or death of a healthcare agent  
• Advancing to the next decade of life4  

Other considerations  
Keep the following points in mind when you are planning:  
• You may feel uncomfortable.  

Remember the benefits of advance care planning; this may help make it less difficult.  
• Understand the alternative.  

If you have not made end-of-life care plans and you aren’t able to speak for yourself, someone may be assigned 
to make decisions on your behalf. Failing to plan may also create conflict among family members.  

• Take small steps.  
You don’t necessarily need to do it all at once. Concentrate on completing one step at a time.  

• Focus on what’s important to you.  
Planning for the future is the best way to ensure your thoughts, beliefs, values and wishes are respected. 
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Notes  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Sources 

1. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) 
www.cdc.gov/aging/pdf/advanced-care-planning-critical-issue-brief.pdf  

2. National Institute on Aging 
www.nia.nih.gov/health/publication/end-life-helping-comfort-and-care/planning-end-life-care-decisions 
www.nia.nih.gov/health/publication/advance-care-planning#decisions  

This information is provided for educational purposes only. It is not to be used for medical advice, diagnosis or 
treatment. Consult your doctor if you have questions or concerns. Consult your doctor before beginning any new 
diet or exercise regimen. 
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