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DNR: 

the Ethics of Resuscitation
REBECCA P IEK NIK ,  CST,  CSA ,  MS,  FAST

LEARNING OBJECTIVES:
s฀ 3UMMARIZE฀THE฀HISTORY฀OF฀$.2฀ORDERS�
s฀ 5NDERSTAND฀THE฀0ATIENT฀3ELF
$ETERMINATION฀!CT�
s฀ )DENTIFY฀THE฀THREE฀LEVELS฀OF฀PATIENT฀PREFERENCE฀FOR฀

resuscitation.
s฀ $ElNE฀,IVING฀7ILLS฀AND฀THEIR฀RELATED฀TERMS�
s฀ ,EARN฀THE฀GUIDELINES฀FOR฀PERIOPERATIVE฀$.2฀POLICIES�
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DNR: the Ethics of Resuscitation

The Patient Self-Determination Act

The Patient Self-Determination Act (PSDA), passed in 1990, requires 
medical care facilities that receive Medicare and Medicaid payments 
to inform patients of their right to choose the type and extent of their 
medical care and to provide patients with information about living 
WILLS฀AND฀POWER฀OF฀ATTORNEY�฀3PECIlCALLY�฀THE฀03$!฀REQUIRES฀THE฀FOL-
lowing from heath care facilities (including hospitals, nursing homes, 
home health agencies, hospice programs, and HMOs): 

s฀ 0ROVIDE฀WRITTEN฀INFORMATION฀TO฀PATIENTS฀ABOUT฀THEIR฀RIGHTS฀TO฀MAKE฀
decisions about their treatment through advance directives. A 
representative from the health care facility should also explain 
its own policy regarding advance directives. If a portion of the 
PATIENT�S฀ADVANCE฀DIRECTIVES฀VIOLATE฀THE฀POLICIES฀OF฀THE฀FACILITY�฀
the patient must be advised of which of their directives will not 
be followed.9,16

s฀ %NSURE฀COMPLIANCE฀WITH฀STATE฀LAW�฀4HE฀INFORMATION฀OFFERED฀TO฀
patients and written policies and procedures should take into 
account the laws and court decisions of the state.9,16

s฀ -AINTAIN฀WRITTEN฀POLICIES฀AND฀PROCEDURES฀REGARDING฀ADVANCE฀
directives. And educate employees and the local communities 
about laws in the state governing advance directives. Effective 
implementation of advance directives will be easier for all parties 
involved if personnel are trained in advance and familiar with 
hospital policies.16

s฀ $OCUMENT฀THE฀EXISTENCE฀OF฀OR฀LACK฀OF฀AN฀ADVANCE฀DIRECTIVE฀IN฀THE฀
PATIENT�S฀MEDICAL฀RECORD�9,16

s฀ $O฀NOT฀DISCRIMINATE฀IN฀THE฀TYPE฀OR฀QUALITY฀OF฀CARE฀PROVIDED฀BASED฀ON฀
whether or not the individual has executed an advance directive.9,16

Advance directives

An advance directive is a general term that refers to one of two legal 
documents used to speak for the patient in the event that they cannot 
make decisions for themselves. Those two legal documents are 1) a 
living will or 2) the durable power of attorney. 

A living will must be properly witnessed by a notary, and allows the 
patient to state, in writing, that they do not wish to be kept alive by 
ARTIlCIAL฀MEANS฀OR฀HEROIC฀MEASURES�฀0ATIENTS฀SHOULD฀DISCUSS฀THEIR฀
living wills with their doctors and legal counsel to identify and under-
STAND฀THE฀TERMS�SUCH฀AS฀CODE฀STATUS�฀ARTIlCIAL฀MEANS�฀AND฀HEROIC฀
measures—used in their living wills.

Creating durable power of attorney is a legal way to appoint a health 
care proxy who will make medical decisions for the patient in the 
event that he or she cannot do so. This person should be aware of 

THE฀PATIENT�S฀SPECIlC฀WISHES฀FOR฀TREATMENT฀AND฀BE฀FAMILIAR฀WITH฀ANY฀
religious considerations that the patient wants to have taken into 
account.9,16

Each state has its own laws concerning advance directives, which 
can vary widely. A living will or durable power of attorney signed in 
ONE฀STATE฀MAY฀NOT฀BE฀RECOGNIZED฀IN฀ANOTHER�฀4RAVELING฀TECHNOLOGISTS฀
SHOULD฀BE฀AWARE฀OF฀THE฀SPECIlCS฀OF฀THE฀STATE฀LAW฀IN฀WHICH฀THEY�RE฀
PRACTICING�฀3TATE฀SPECIlC฀DOCUMENTS฀CAN฀BE฀OBTAINED฀THROUGH฀
THE฀STATE�S฀HEALTH฀DEPARTMENT�฀!DVANCE฀DIRECTIVE฀DOCUMENTS฀ARE฀
also available at no charge through the Partnership for Caring, 
���
���
�����฀OR฀WWW�PARTNERSHIPFORCARING�ORG�!DVANCE�DOCU-
ments_set.html.

Additional information

s฀ !฀0ATIENT�S฀"ILL฀OF฀2IGHTS฀IS฀AVAILABLE฀ON฀THE฀!MERICAN฀(OSPITAL฀
!SSOCIATION฀WEB฀SITE�฀WWW�HOSPITALCONNECT�COM�AHA�ABOUT�
pbillofrights.html

s฀ 4HE฀0ARTNERSHIP฀FOR฀#ARING�฀A฀NONPROlT฀EDUCATIONAL฀ORGANIZATION�฀
provides a wealth of information on setting up and following ad-
vance directives. Visit their web site at www.partnershipforcaring.
ORG฀OR฀CALL฀�
���
���
7),,฀FOR฀INFORMATION�
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TABLE 1 GUIDELINES FOR PERIOPERATIVE DO-NOT-RESUSCITATE (DNR) POLICIES

Reevaluation requirements Patients with DNR orders may be appropriate candidates for anesthesia and surgery, especially 

for procedures intended to facilitate care or relieve pain. The etiologies and outcomes of cardiac 

ARREST฀DURING฀ANESTHESIA฀ARE฀SUFlCIENTLY฀DIFFERENT฀FROM฀THOSE฀IN฀NONSURGICAL฀SETTINGS฀THAT฀
reevaluation of the DNR is necessary. 

Delineating responsibilities for 
reevaluating the DNR order

4HE฀ANESTHESIA฀PROVIDER�฀IN฀CONJUNCTION฀WITH฀THE฀PATIENT�S฀OTHER฀PHYSICIANS�฀IS฀RESPONSIBLE฀FOR฀
DISCUSSING฀THESE฀ISSUES฀WITH฀THE฀PATIENT฀AND�OR฀FAMILY฀IN฀REASSESSING฀THE฀PATIENTS฀$.2฀STATUS�฀
AND฀FOR฀COMMUNICATING฀THE฀DECISION฀TO฀THOSE฀WHO฀WILL฀BE฀INVOLVED฀WITH฀THE฀PATIENT�S฀CARE฀DURING฀
the intraoperative and immediate postoperative period.

Provision of options
!GREEMENT฀WITH฀THE฀PATIENT฀AND�OR฀FAMILY฀ON฀
one of the following options may meet the needs 

of most patients with DNR status who require 

anesthesia and surgery.

s฀ &ULL฀2ESUSCITATION�฀4HE฀PATIENT฀DESIRES฀THAT฀FULL฀RESUSCITATION฀MEASURES฀BE฀EMPLOYED฀DURING฀
surgery and in the PACU, regardless of clinical situation.

s฀ 'OAL฀$IRECTED�฀4HE฀PATIENT฀DESIRES฀RESUSCITATIVE฀EFFORTS฀DURING฀SURGERY฀AND฀IN฀THE฀0!#5฀ONLY฀
if the adverse clinical events are believed to be both temporary and reversible, in the clinical 

judgment of the attending anesthesiologists and surgeons. This option requires the patient 

AND�OR฀SURROGATE฀TO฀TRUST฀THE฀JUDGMENT฀OF฀THE฀ANESTHESIA฀PROVIDER฀AND฀OTHER฀CARE฀GIVERS฀TO฀USE฀
RESUSCITATIVE฀INTERVENTIONS฀JUDICIOUSLY�฀BASED฀ON฀THEIR฀UNDERSTANDING฀OF฀THE฀PATIENT�S฀VALUES฀
and goals of treatment.

s฀ 0ROCEDURE฀$IRECTED�฀4HE฀PATIENT฀DESIRES฀THAT฀FULL฀RESUSCITATIVE฀MEASURES฀BE฀EMPLOYED�฀WITH฀
THE฀EXCEPTION฀OF฀CERTAIN฀SPECIlC฀PROCEDURES�฀SUCH฀AS฀CHEST฀COMPRESSIONS฀OR฀ELECTRICAL฀CARDIO฀
version. However, certain procedures are essential to providing the anesthetic care (such 

AS฀AIRWAY฀MANAGEMENT฀AND฀INTRAVENOUS฀mUIDS	�฀2EFUSAL฀OF฀THESE฀PROCEDURES฀WOULD฀NOT฀BE฀
consistent with a request in the progress notes.

s฀ !DDITIONAL฀OPTIONS�฀/NE฀OF฀THE฀OPTIONS฀OUTLINED฀ABOVE�฀OR฀ANY฀OTHER฀IF฀APPROPRIATE�฀SHOULD฀BE฀
documented in the progress notes.

Documentation requirements Documentation must include both an entry in the progress notes as well as an order in the 

PHYSICIAN�S฀ORDERS�฀!N฀ATTENDING฀PHYSICIAN�฀WHETHER฀UTILIZING฀THE฀STANDARDIZED฀FORM฀OR฀A฀NARRATIVE฀
FORMAT�฀MUST฀SIGN฀THE฀PHYSICIAN�S฀ORDERS�฀$OCUMENTATION฀IN฀THE฀PROGRESS฀NOTES฀SHOULD฀INCLUDE฀THE฀
following and be written or cosigned by the attending physician:

s฀ 4HE฀DECISION
MAKING฀PROCESS฀WHICH฀HAS฀BEEN฀AND฀WILL฀BE฀FOLLOWED
s฀ 4HE฀ROLE฀OF฀PROFESSIONAL฀STAFF฀INVOLVEMENT
s฀ 2OLE฀OF฀PATIENT�฀FAMILY�฀AND฀OTHER฀DECISION฀MAKERS
s฀ $ATA฀ON฀WHICH฀THE฀DECISION฀IS฀TO฀BE฀BASED

Time limitations for DNR orders The original DNR order should be reinstituted at the time the patient leaves the care of the 

anesthesia provider (on transfer out of the OR or PACU) unless documented otherwise.

Special considerations s฀ #AREGIVERS฀RIGHT฀TO฀WITHDRAW฀FROM฀THE฀PATIENT�S฀CARE�฀)F฀THE฀PATIENT฀ELECTS฀TO฀HAVE฀THE฀$.2฀
order remain in effect during anesthesia and surgery, physicians and other caregivers have 

the option of declining to participate in the surgery.

s฀ 2OLE฀OF฀IATROGENIC฀DISEASE�฀)ATROGENIC฀CAUSES฀OF฀ARREST฀DO฀NOT฀DESERVE฀ANY฀SPECIAL฀
CONSIDERATION�฀#AREGIVERS฀SHOULD฀NOT฀OVERRIDE฀PATIENTS�฀DECISIONS฀ABOUT฀RESUSCITATION�฀UNLESS฀
THEY฀HAVE฀SPECIlCALLY฀ADDRESSED฀THESE฀ISSUES฀WITH฀THE฀PATIENT฀AND฀THE฀PATIENT฀AUTHORIZES฀SUCH฀
interventions.

s฀ 0EDIATRIC฀PERIOPERATIVE฀$.2฀ORDERS�฀0EDIATRIC฀PATIENTS฀SHOULD฀HAVE฀THEIR฀$.2฀ORDERS฀
reevaluated for the perioperative period. Decision making for pediatric patients is a complex 

area that is beyond the scope of this document. Caregivers should seek guidance from more 

knowledgeable clinicians, ethical and legal consultants or other policies.

Resources available for assistance Caregivers may believe that ethical or legal consultation may be necessary or might prove 

helpful, particularly when there is a lack of consensus about whether to resuscitate. The 

following resources are available:

s฀ %THICS฀#ONSULTATIONS฀�PROVIDE฀MECHANISM฀OF฀CONTACT	
s฀ (OSPITAL฀/FlCE฀OF฀'ENERAL฀#OUNSEL฀�PROVIDE฀MECHANISM฀OF฀CONTACT	
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FIND AST-AUTHORED RESOURCES
AT THE AST ONLINE STORE 
AND ENJOY MEMBER DISCOUNTS
ON PRACTICE-RELATED BOOKS, CDS AND DVDS.
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