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During a crisis or pandemic, thoughtful advanced care planning decisions can be difficult to make, yet COVID-19 has 
brought this topic front and center. Advanced care planning involves learning about the types of decisions that need 
to be made, considering those decisions ahead of time, and putting them into an advanced directive. Many people 
mistakenly believe advanced directives are reserved for terminally ill or elderly people. Advanced directives are tools 
that give patients of all ages and health status the opportunity to express their values, goals for care, and treatment 
preferences to guide future decisions about their healthcare. Advanced directives also support continuity of care 
for patients when they transition across care settings, physicians, and care teams. It is advisable that clinicians also 
approach their own life planning decisions in the same way.

Use a Tool to Facilitate the Conversation
To facilitate the advance care planning conversation, clinicians may want to employ the assistance of a tool such as the 
“what matters most letter.” The letter template developed by the Stanford Medicine Letter Project can be found HERE. 
Although the letter is not binding, it gives guidance as the patient enters into the advanced directive process. The goal 
is to have a conversation with the patient in advance of a medical situation that renders them unable to make healthcare 
decisions. The letter encourages patients to talk openly about the following topics:

• What matters most to the patient
• How the patient and family make decisions
• How the patient and family handle bad news
• Who the patient wants to make medical decisions
• What the patient does and does not want
• How to resolve conflict about a treatment decision
• The patient’s thoughts about palliative sedation, including being put on or taken off a ventilator
• Donation of organs, tissues, and eyes

Advanced Directives
Another important document to discuss with your patients is whether or not they have a current advanced directive. 
There are two main elements in an advanced directive—a living will and a durable power  of attorney for healthcare. 
A living will describes the amount and kind of medical treatment the patient wants under specific conditions. A durable 
power of attorney for healthcare is a written legal document that appoints an agent to make decisions about your 
health should you no longer be able to communicate. Every state has specific criteria for creating advanced directives; 
therefore, patients should seek legal counsel when drafting the document. An example of an advance directive can be 
found HERE. 

Risk Management Recommendations:

• Educate yourself and staff on the importance of advance care planning. It can be a complex process, and it is 
best conducted when one is not facing a crisis. 

http://med.stanford.edu/content/dam/sm/letter/documents/Letter-English.pdf
https://www.kansashealthsystem.com/-/media/Files/PDF/Patient-Forms-All-Patients/powerofattorney.pdf?la=en&hash=743B647985CEA6BAA3FFD430FE79C71F32FFC08A
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Risk Management Recommendations (cont'd):

• Create a protocol with talking points that requires your practice team to initiate a conversation with patients 
about advance directives. Document the conversation in the chart. 

• Ascertain whether the patient has an advanced directive, and if so, whether it is current.
• If they do not have an advanced directive, provide the “what matters most letter” and ask the patient to return it 

during their next visit. Patients may feel more comfortable writing the letter outside of the practice.
• Place a copy of the “letter” or advanced directive prominently in the patient’s medical record.
• Encourage patients to share their medical preferences with their designated agent and family. 
• On an annual basis, check-in with patients to see if they would like to update their “letter” or advanced 

directive. Patients often change their mind when there is a change in their health status. 

For more information and resources on the COVID-19 crisis, please visit the COVID-19 Resources section of the 
KAMMCO Risk Management Tools and Resources page.
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This document should not be interpreted as medical or legal advice. Because the facts pertaining to your situation may fluctuate, or the laws in your 
jurisdiction might vary, please contact your attorney if you have questions related to your legal or medical obligations or rights, state or federal laws, 
contract interpretation, or other legal questions.
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