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TO WITHHOLD OR WITHDRAW TREATMENT? NURSE INVOLVEMENT IN THE DECISION-MAKING
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PURPOSE: This study aimed to identify ICU nurses’ involvement in the decision-making process for withholding or
withdrawing treatment by progressively understanding terminally ill older adults’ and their families’ wishes.
METHOD: A descriptive qualitative design was applied using semi-structured interviews of eight ICU nurses who
had experience supporting terminally ill older adults in the decision-making process for withholding or withdrawing
treatment. The data were analysed within the framework of involvement before, during, and after the process of
decision-making.

RESULTS: Before decisions were made, ICU nurses were involved in six ways, including ‘making sure that the families
understood the patients’ present state’ and ‘cooperating with the medical care team to attain the goal of treatment’.
During the decision-making process, nurses were involved in five ways, including ‘conveying the families’ feelings to the
patients, eliciting the patients’ wishes from their families, and reconfirming the families’ understanding of the patients’
conditions’. After decisions were made, nurses were involved in five ways, including ‘providing continuous care to
patients and their families to ensure that they have no regrets and providing support from the medical care team until
the last moment’. ‘Difficulties in the families” approach to patient advocate’ was not related to the nurses’ timing of
involvement.

CONCLUSION: ICU nurses play a coordinating role in the decision-making process among the patients, families, and
medical care teams. Our results suggest that it is necessary to encourage the families to reflect on the patients’
personhood and advocate their wishes during consensus formation in the decision-making process.
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