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Who should 
be involved

The patient if they are able

Patient’s Family

Consultants

Nursing Staff

Document attempts to contact family and the content of discussion, 
and any outcomes/ decisions made. If no decision say so, but try to 
have a time frame to revisit



Typical Problems:

• Patient does not have Decision 
Making capacity (DMC)

• Not able to reach spokesperson
• Decision Maker not clear about 

options 
• Alternatives if there is no 

spokesperson



No DMC See Determination of Decision 
making Capacity/ Consent 



Unable to contact Spokesperson

• If there is no answer:
• Are the numbers in EMR correct? Have they been updated in last year?

• Check care everywhere to see if they have info elsewhere 
• Contact ECF or outside Care agencies involved in patient’s care
• Contact the social workers, who often are aware of Problematic patients and 

their families. 



Decision maker not clear about options

• Most people don’t know what to expect, what options they have 
(including the option to say No/ Stop)
• Has to be explained in layperson Terms
• Explain how the patient got to where they are
• Explain how the condition is affecting them

• Explain options for care, including doing nothing/ stopping treatment
• Provide education about the choices available/ the lay of the land
• Pros and cons of each

• Then make a recommendation. Don’t just ask what they want to do



For 
Difficult 
Families

Start with “Tell me about your 
loved one” 
This allows families to talk about 
their loved one and their 
understanding of how the 
patient got to where they are. 
This will also usually reveal 
values and priorities, and help 
the family feel like they were 
heard



If No DMC 
and No 
family

2 Physicians on the case may 
declare & Document  medical 
Necessity and Proceed. 
You should also contact Social 
Work for ”Statement of Expert 
Evaluation” to start the process 
for Guardianship.



When to 
Consult:

Palliative Care: 
When you need help with 
discussion about Goals of Care 
or Level of care because its not 
clear.
You should have a discussion 
first.



When to 
Consult:

Ethics Committee:
• When there is a conflict between family members, or 
between family and patient, or between Family and Care 
team. 
• Or if major intervention is being considered but it is not 
clear this is the best choice for the patient 
(appropriateness of care) 
• Or if there is no spokesperson and a decision cannot 
wait but is too complex for the Care Team.
• particularly if the best care may be to Withhold 
intervention and establish DNR status in cases with poor 
Prognosis


