Let's Talk About It 

Discussions about care wishes during the end of a life often take place in the hallway of the hospital in the midst of a crisis. Decisions for end-of-life care are made under incredible stress. Unfortunately, family members may be making their "best guess" about what a loved one would want for end-of-life care, having never discussed their desires in advance. 

Conversations about our desires for end-of-life care are very un-comfortable for all of us. We are reluctant to think about our own mortality, and that of our loved ones. Frankly, it hurts to think about it. We feel grief and sadness when we contemplate life without that special person, even if they are with us and healthy. 

That fear and sadness is normal. 

Avoiding the conversation is our way of protecting ourselves from pain. However, avoiding the conversation when we can so easily have it only postpones the issue, and actually makes it harder on us when we are faced with making care decisions and are unable to have a discussion. 
Preparing for your conversations
Ask Permission to discuss this topic: 

Asking permission will assure your loved one that you will 
respect and honor their wishes. 

Select the right time and place. 

Selecting the right time and place to start this conversation is as important as deciding upon the topics to discuss. 

Here are some hints for setting the right time & place:

· Pick a compatible time. If your loved one is a morning 
person, then choosing a time after breakfast might be 
the best. Likewise, if it is common for you to have 
conversations around an evening meal, then that time 
should be selected. Perhaps having this conversation 
over a glass of wine or evening cup of coffee is best for 
you both. 

· Make sure there are no distractions to interrupt you 
during this conversation. 


· Be prepared to talk frankly and honestly. 

Know what the options are: 
Becoming familiar with end-of-life care options available in your community will help you to have a clearer conversation. 

Be a good listener: 
As you start this conversation with your family, you must remember to listen for the wants and needs that your love one expresses. With truthful conversation, empathy and respect, you and your family can come to a better understanding about the choices at the end of life. 
Five Important Questions: 
Give A Gift To Your Loved Ones 

These are five RAQ's (Rarely Asked Questions) that are a tool to help you open up a discussion on end-of-life issues. 
1. "What kind of care do you want for yourself if you're no longer able to make your wishes known, such as after a stroke or accident?" Perhaps this question might also be phrased as what you might want for yourself. Or you might begin by reflecting upon the care that a friend or relative had received at the end of their life. 
2. "What are your greatest fears when you consider what the journey might be like at the end of life?" Or this question might start with yourself first, "My greatest fears when I consider what the journey may be like, are...." 
3. "What do you hope for when you consider what the journey may be like at the end of life?" Thinking about and talking about how you imagine the last months of life to be helps you and your loved one to create a precious time together. 
4. "If I have a life-threatening illness, such as cancer, and the treatments are only making me sick without curing the cancer, but I know that they give you hope, then how can I stop treatment without you losing hope?" 
5. "These discussions about end of life decisions when we are at that point will probably be very hard. How do you think we can give each other the courage to have those compassionate conversations and not feel that we are just giving up?" 
Caring Conversations can bring up some challenging questions such as: 

· What can you do if a loved one wants to hasten death because of intense suffering or the fear of suffering? 
· What if the family doesn't agree with the loved one's wishes at the end of life? 
· When is it the right time to stop trying to cure a disease like cancer if it doesn't seem to be responding to treatments? 
· Is there usually pain at the end of life? 
· Who do I talk to about making a living will or advance directive?
These questions and many others can be answered by calling a Hospice near you. Their professional staff assists people with such issues every day. 
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