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Definition: What are Advance Directives?

Advance directives are written healthcare wishes that tell people what you want if you are unable to 

speak for yourself due to illness or injury. 

Advance directives are for physicians, caregivers and family so that everyone can understand what a 

patient wants to happen even when he or she can no longer communicate. 

Advance directives are also called healthcare directives or living wills. 

In an advance directive, a person writes down their preferences for treatment options (including the use 

of feeding tubes and respirators) and designates a healthcare agent, who will speak for them when they 

are sick. The healthcare agent should be someone close to the person who understands their wishes. 

Some things to remember: 

●     You can change your advance directive if you change your mind. 

●     It's important to talk to your family and your physician about your advance directive so there is 

no confusion about your wishes. 

●     Keep copies of your advance directive out where it can be easily found. 
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Ethical Issues 

Advance directives are usually regarded as very worthwhile documents. However, there are still ethical 

issues to consider: 



●     Some concerned groups have raised the ethical issue that advance directives that ask to limit 

heroic measures may be misinterpreted. 

●     Arguments often arise over whether or not advance directives work. Some groups say they are 

effective, while others say they are not. 

●     Ethical concerns are frequently raised about cultural sensitivity concerning advance directives. 

●     Advance directives raise moral issues about how many resources the U.S. devotes to saving and 

sustaining lives. 

●     Advance directives raise issues of patient autonomy. 
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Links

Caring Connections, a program of the National Hospice and Palliative Care Organization, is a national 

effort to improve care at the end of life. It can be found online at http://www.caringinfo.org. 

FIVE WISHES is an easy-to-read healthcare directive form designed for people who are unfamiliar with 

the healthcare system and technical health information. It can be purchased for $5.00 online at http://

www.agingwithdignity.org. 

The Minnesota Healthcare Directive can be downloaded at  

http://www.mnaging.org/advisor/directive.htm 
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Facts & Statistics 

The Federal Government passed the Patient Self-Determination Act (PSDA) in 1990. This act requires 

that all hospitals that receive federal funding recognize and honor healthcare directives if patients can no 

longer speak for themselves. 

All fifty states and the District of Columbia have advance directive laws. 

Some estimates say that less than 5% of people over age 65 have advance directives. 
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