


The
Doctors’ 
Roles
The patient’s doctors, like you, have a duty to put the 

patient’s wishes and well being first. They will do their best 

to recommend and provide treatments that serve these two 

goals. They will tell you, too, if medicine reaches the point 

that it can’t help the patient to recover, if the most it can 

do is ensure the patient’s comfort. Doctors sometimes 

need to decline to provide treatments that won’t help the 

patient, even if a family member or surrogate decision-

maker asks for that treatment, as California state law 

protects patients from undergoing medically ineffective 

health care (Cal. Probate Code §§ 4600-4805).

Family Agreement    
One of the most difficult aspects of your role may 

be to gain agreement of other family members 

regarding medical decisions made on behalf of 

your loved one. It may be helpful to remember 

that each family member is most likely dealing 

with stressful feelings. 

Of course, you should respect the feelings and 

consider the wishes of other family members.

Try to communicate your understanding and 

thinking with other family members, remembering 

that, as the patient’s designated agent or 

surrogate decision-maker, your most important 

duty is to put the patient’s wishes and well-being 

first and foremost.

REMEMBER, YOU ARE 
NOT ALONE. 
Your loved one’s clergy member may be available 

to assist you during this difficult time. 

Additionally, our Social Services Department, 

Ethics Committee and the Hospital Chaplain are 

also here to assist you. You may contact them at:

Social Services: Extension 2870 or 664-2870
Chaplain: Pager 271 - Extension 2399 or 669-2399
Ethics Committee: Pager 140

How To Make Medical 
Decisions:
Your toughest decision may concern beginning or stopping 

life sustaining treatments. Like all medical treatments, life-

sustaining treatments—for example, resuscitative measures 

(to try to revive patients whose heartbeat or breathing 

stops), or mechanical breathing or kidney dialysis 

machines—are appropriate when the patient would want 

them and when the doctors see signs that they will restore 

the patient’s health and ability to enjoy life, or help the 

patient feel more comfortable.

When making decisions regarding the care of your loved 

one, please remember that you are speaking for your

loved one as if you were that person. When the patient has 

expressly stated wishes about a treatment, your job is to 

carry out those wishes. When the patient hasn’t expressly 

stated wishes about a treatment, your job is to do your 

best to imagine what the patient would decide if (s)he were 

able to understand what the doctor is telling you about the 

patient’s condition and what the short-term and long-term 

future are likely to look like. This is called substituted 

judgment, and it requires you imagining yourself in the 

patient’s position. In other words, it is important to 

separate your feelings regarding what you would like

done or not done for the patient from what the patient

has indicated they want or don’t want, either directly or 

indirectly.

The following are some steps you might 
follow in making these decisions: Learn 
the medical facts from the doctor, find 
out the treatment options, and try to 
figure out how the patient would decide
if (s)he knew all the facts and options.

• If you know the patient’s preferences, follow them.

• If you don’t know the patient’s specific wishes but have

 other evidence of what (s)he would want, try to figure out

 how (s)he would decide. Consider his/her values,

 religious beliefs, past decisions, and past statements

 (s)he has made. It may also help to discuss these matters

 with others who know the patient well.

• If you have little or no knowledge of what the patient

 would want, then you and the doctors will have to decide

 based on what a reasonable person in the same situation

 would decide. You can listen carefully to the doctor’s

 description of treatment choices and likely outcomes. Will

 the treatment cause pain or suffering? Is it likely to make

 the patient better? What does the doctor recommend?
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