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 Planning Health Care Decisions 
 In Advance 

 
Planning ahead is an important way to stay 
in control of your future, especially when it 
comes to making health care decisions.

What kinds of care would (or wouldn’t) you 
want if you were seriously ill, or at the end of 
your life? What would happen if you couldn’t 
speak for yourself? Who would make health 
care decisions on your behalf? 

A common misconception is that health care 
directives are only for the ill or elderly. Did you 
know, however, that once you turn 18 years old 
in New York State, even your closest relative is 
not legally authorized to make difficult health 
care decisions for you unless you’ve assigned 
that person in advance as your health care 
proxy? 

Whether you’re 18 or 80, it’s important to 
have a health care proxy to act on your behalf 
- not just at the end of your life, but whenever 
you’re unable to make your own health care 
decisions, such as if you become temporarily 
unconscious. 

Prevent confusion, reduce the stress of loved 
ones, and ensure you receive the care you 
want, by giving your family a gift… Complete 
your advance directives. 
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Types of Advance Directives    

The three types of advance directives that can 
help you plan ahead for difficult health care 
decisions are:   

1. Health Care Proxy - appoints someone to 
step in as your health care decision-maker (or 
“health care agent”) when you can’t speak or 
think clearly for yourself. Assigning a health 
care proxy is the most important directive 
from a legal standpoint in New York State.

Note: A health care proxy is authorized to make 
health care decisions, but not property-related 
decisions. To authorize someone as your property 
decision-maker, you need to complete a Durable 
Power of Attorney form. It is recommended 
that you get expert legal advice before assigning 
a Power of Attorney.

2. Living Will - details the kind of life-sustaining 
treatment you would (or would not) want in the 
event of an illness when death is imminent. The 
living will carries less legal weight in New York 
than a health care proxy form; however, it’s 
still an  important form that documents your 
wishes and acts as a guide for your proxy.

3. Do Not Resuscitate (DNR) Order - states 
that in a medical emergency (i.e. you stop     
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breathing, your heart stops beating), you 
would not want CardioPulmonary Resuscitation 
(CPR) performed. While DNRs are appropriate 
for some people, you should speak to your 
doctor to determine whether one is suitable 
for your situation. 

Note: DNR orders must be issued and signed by 
a physician to be valid.

The person you appoint as your health care 
proxy must be a competent adult who is  18 
years or older.  He/she does not have to be a 
relative. 

Some health care proxy forms allow you to 
name an alternate or two. In this case, your 
first-named proxy will be your legally authorized 
decision-maker. Only if that person is unable 
or unwilling to act as your proxy would the 
responsibility revert to your first alternate. 

Your named health care proxy should be: 
• Someone you trust who can understand 
and implement your wishes;
• Someone committed to standing up for 
your wishes; and 
• Someone who can be contacted in the 
event of a medical crisis. 

 
Choosing Your Health Care Proxy 
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Other important considerations when choosing 
a health care proxy follow:

•    Talk About It! When you give your assigned 
health care proxy a copy of the form, it’s a good 
opportunity to have a meaningful conversation 
with him/her. It’s important for your proxy to 
understand your personal thoughts and ideas 
so that he/she is best  equipped to make the 
right decisions for you. 

• Health Care Proxy Authority: Your 
proxy’s decision-making authority begins only 
if a doctor declares you incapacitated. Unless 
you’ve indicated limitations, your proxy has 
the authority to make all medical decisions, 
with one exception:

	 You	should	clearly	state	your	wishes	
	 regarding	artificial	nutrition	and	
	 hydration,	and	whether	you	authorize	
	 your	proxy	to	make	these	decisions.

After carefully considering your preferences 
about health care decision-making and your 
care at the end of life, you’re ready to fill out 
the necessary forms. 

 Choosing & Completing  
Advance Directive Form(s) 
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A variety of different forms can be used to 
specify a health care proxy and living will.  Some 
combine the assignment of a proxy with the 
living will’s specific directions for health care.  
Others complete these tasks separately. Some 
forms, such as the Five	Wishes document are 
very comprehensive.  

You may also want to consider filling out a 
wallet-sized health care proxy card that can 
be carried with you at all times. 

It is important to choose forms that you are 
comfortable with, that allow you to adequately 
express your wishes, and that contain wording 
you can understand. 

Health Care Proxy and Living Will forms, 
wallet-sized Health Care Proxy cards, and Five	
Wishes documents are available free of charge 
for individuals requesting them from Action for 
Older Persons, from your doctor, or from the 
person who gave you this booklet. 

Once you’ve chosen a form, complete it with 
these recommendations in mind:

• Make It Legal: Sign & date your directives 
in the presence of two adult witnesses. 
These witnesses must be 18 years or older, 
and they must also sign your forms. Also,
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be aware that: 
- A person named as your proxy, or alternate 
proxy, cannot act as a witness.   
- It’s best to choose independent witnesses. 
Friends, neighbors, or co-workers make 
excellent witnesses.
- In New York State, a Health Care Proxy form 
does not need to be notarized, nor do you need 
a lawyer to fill out the form. 

• Safeguard It: Once you’ve completed the 
form, make and give copies to your: 
- assigned proxy & alternate proxy
- physician(s) - to keep in your medical records
- lawyer
- clergy
- anyone else you feel should have a copy. 

Keep the original and one copy in a safe, 
accessible place. Take the copy with you if 
you’re going to a hospital or seeing a new 
health care provider for the first time. 

• Review It & Revoke It: Update your health 
care directives periodically. You can revoke or 
replace a health care proxy, or a living will, at 
any time. Write “Revoked” across the top of 
the form, destroy any copies, and distribute 
replacement forms. Dates on the forms will 
eliminate any confusion. 
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Advance Planning for End of Life (APEL) 
Program

Action for Older Persons, Inc.
30 W. State Street
Binghamton, NY 13901
Phone: 722-1251 • Fax: 722-1293
Website: www.tier.net/aop/
Hours: 8:30 a.m. – 4:00 p.m., Mon.-Fri.

The APEL Program offers personalized help with 
the completion of advance health directives. 
Experienced counselors can answer questions 
on a broad range of planning topics. They can 
also witness the signing of your directives. 
Free, confidential sessions are available by 
appointment.

Action for Older Persons, Inc. also houses a 
variety of Health Care Proxy and Living Will 
forms, Five Wishes documents, and wallet-size 
Proxy forms. Stop by the office during normal 
business hours to pick up a copy of the form(s) 
that interests you.

AOP also offers Advance Health Care Planning 
Seminars and Five Wishes Workshops on a 
regular basis. Call or visit AOP’s website for a 
schedule of events.

 Information & Assistance 
Regarding Advance Planning  
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Done 


Planning Activity

Gather your thoughts by asking 
yourself: 
? Would your family know your wishes if  
you suddenly were unable to commun- 
icate because of an accident or illness?
? How much input would you want 
your doctor to have in your health care 
decisions?
? Would you want your closest loved 
one(s) to have more say than your 
doctor? 

Decide who you would appoint as 
your health care proxy. 

Obtain health care proxy and living 
will forms.

Complete your advance health 
directives. 

Make copies of your completed 
directives.

Distribute copies to all. 

Have meaningful conversations 
regarding your wishes.

File original form and one copy in 
an accessible place.

Periodically review your advance 
health directives and update if 
necessary.
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STILL HAVE QUESTIONS?
Disabled and older adults have more care 

options than ever before. While having many 
choices is important, the long-term care system 

may seem complicated or overwhelming at 
times. That’s why CARE volunteers are here to 

offer free guidance and support to help you 
meet your needs.

CARE Volunteers can help!

	 	 	 Community
	 	 	 Advocacy
	 	 	 Referral	
	 	 	 Empowerment
 
Call today to have a CARE Volunteer help make 

the long-term care system work for you.

 607-722-1251
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This Real Choices Consumer Education Booklet 
was made possible by generous support from:

Broome County CASA and the 
NYS Department of Health 

Real Choice Systems Change Grant
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