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Imagine … you are attending to a resident one day, and you suddenly find them
unresponsive and not breathing.

You believe the resident has a ‘do not resuscitate’ (DNR) order in place, but it’s not
documented on your handover sheet and you have to make the critical decision to
either;

leave the resident whilst you go and find the correct documentation
somewhere in their file

or stay with the resident and begin CPR, so that you don’t waste
time while you deliberate.

You know that a delay in commencing CPR can have a critical impact on the overall
outcome for the resident.

This is an issue that nurses and aged care workers are faced with more often than
you would expect. Yet frequently the wishes of all residents living in facilities are
often not widely known or adequately communicated to key staff working on the
floor.

If you’re an agency nurse then it’s even less likely you will have this information on
hand when you need it.

The topic recently was raised through HelloCare’s Aged Care Worker Support Group,
and the responses reveal the highly complex nature of these decisions and the
uncertainty about what should occur in this situation, and many others like them.

Members have written of residents being resuscitated even when a DNR order is in
place, and the family and the resident (after he survived) came away angry and
disappointed he was put through such heroic measures.

Others have revealed the stress of not being able to access the right paperwork, and
therefore DNR orders can not be enacted upon urgently.

These are complex issues, and no single situation is the same. Some facilities of-
course doing it better than others.

Every aspect has to be weighed and considered, and the circumstances thought
through. While aged care isn’t a hospital, perhaps there are some learnings that can
be taken away from the acute setting when it comes to documentation.
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We take a look at DNR orders and try to provide some answers.

What Is A ‘Do Not Resuscitate Order’?
A DNR order is a medical order to withhold cardiopulmonary resuscitation (CPR).

Such an order lets the healthcare team know that, in the event of a cardiac arrest,
CPR must not be conducted. Instead, healthcare staff should promote comfort and
prepare for end-of-life care.

It is widely recommended that all families with aging parents or loved ones talk
about what to do in the event of a serious or terminal event or illness, and
document your decisions so that they are legally binding.

Other terms used to describe DNR order include:

No CPR,

NFR (Not for resuscitation),

NFAR (Not for attempted resuscitation),

DNAR (do not attempt resuscitation), and

AND (allow natural death).

Open and unambiguous communication between the relevant parties takes place,
both in determining to put one in place and in communicating it to loved ones and
the healthcare team.

Ethical And Professional Considerations
In an emergency, CPR, like other types of treatment can be provided without
consent, unless there is a valid written directive to the contrary (NFR or advanced
care directive)

One of my colleagues reported their own experiences of when the ambulance
attended an aged care home, and they found themselves in a position having to
start CPR as no-one could produce a DNR order of a resident that they believed
didn’t want to be resuscitated.
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So how is it that frail elderly people who’ve expressed their wishes not to be
resuscitated are still subjected to such an undignified nightmare?

Clearer Communication Surrounding DNR Needed
DNR orders have been around since the 1970s, yet there remains many difficulties
in how DNR decisions are put into practice, including the use of consistent and clear
documentation in progress notes/medical records to ensure everyone in the home
is across the resident’s decision.

Clearer, easy to find documentation during an emergency seems to be lacking
despite the digitisation occurring in patient monitoring and software.

The Harsh Reality Of Resuscitation
CPR itself can injure people, especially the frail or old. CPR requires someone to
push on a person’s rib cage with enough force to pump blood around the body.

The force used often cracks ribs. But even worse, it can lead to brain damage if the
person’s heart has stopped beating for a long enough period. As a result, the person
might live for days and weeks in an undignified way, only to succumb to death
eventually anyway.

Without The Right Circumstances, Return To The Default
Position
Despite the difficulties of CPR, healthcare professionals can not simply withdraw
care. Strict guidelines exist around DNR orders.

Linda Nolte, program director of Advance Care Planning Australia, told HelloCare
that aged care providers must have “robust systems, processes and training in
place that support quality end-of-life care”.

Valid DNR orders and advance care directives are legally binding and should be
enacted.

“All relevant advance care planning documents should be accessible to everyone
involved in the care of the individual. This provides clarity for all involved in the care
of the individual and ensures that their wishes are known and respected,” Ms Nolte
said.

The COVID-19 pandemic has h
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But when the necessary documentation is not available, DNR orders can not be
enacted, and herein lies the solution to the problem we outlined at the beginning of
this article.

Ms Nolte said, “If relevant documents are unable to be accessed, then the default
position is that the care worker would attempt to resuscitate the individual.”

Providers have the duty of care to ensure that inappropriate resuscitation to
residents doesn’t happen.

This article is a guide only and should not be considered medical advice.

Image: Kaipungyai, iStock.
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5 Comments

Belinda on November 22, 2020 at 3:12 pm

There certainly needs to be a better way to quickly assess if
resuscitation is appropriate. I work in community care and this really
needs to be addressed.

REPLY (https://hellocaremail.com.au/delicate-balance-not-resuscitate-
orders/?replytocom=7828#respond)

Anonymous on November 22, 2020 at 6:10 pm

Why don’t Aged Care facilities place the resident’s (let’s be honest
here, patient’s) chart in a easy to attain place in their room and stop
all the crap going on with the privacy and dignity culture. Why can
hospitals have charts placed at the end of a patient’s bed. If it is good
enough for a patient in hospital then why not in aged care? 30 years
ago they frail dears would have been in our hospital system anyway!

REPLY (https://hellocaremail.com.au/delicate-balance-not-resuscitate-
orders/?replytocom=7830#respond)

Community nurse on November 23, 2020 at 1:10 pm

What if the support workers have all been through CPR training and at
that moment they are uncomfortable to perform CPR or are too
distressed to perform CPR for the patient

REPLY (https://hellocaremail.com.au/delicate-balance-not-resuscitate-
orders/?replytocom=7837#respond)

Gina Williams Webb on November 23, 2020 at 10:08 pm

Totally agree that it needs addressing ! Puts us in a terrible position
and when you are faced with a blue faced resident the last thing you
think about is a DNR order .
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REPLY (https://hellocaremail.com.au/delicate-balance-not-resuscitate-
orders/?replytocom=7839#respond)

CAROL Ann TAPPER on November 24, 2020 at 8:34 am

Most aged care facilities have a shortened care plan for staff to see.
[in wardrobe or behind door or outside room ] 
I am now retired however when i was a FM we had a small star on the
care plan which indicated DNR.-this was assessable for RN to know
with out going to look in files or at computer information .

REPLY (https://hellocaremail.com.au/delicate-balance-not-resuscitate-
orders/?replytocom=7840#respond)
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By Rianna Manuel (https://hellocaremail.com.au/posts-by-author/336)   Nov 20, 2020

Childhood Dementia Initiative Set Up To To Create Awareness And
Uncover The Shocking Impacts Of Childhood Dementia

(https://hellocaremail.com.au/untold-story-childhood-dementia/) On
November 23rd, an event held at Parliament House revealed a troubling
health system blind spot. Childhood Dementia Initiative launched their
organisation at this event, along with the release of a Burden of Disease and
White Paper report, to detail the extent, impact and horrific nature of

By Caroline Egan (https://hellocaremail.com.au/posts-by-author/213)   Nov 20, 2020

Something’s Not Right: Recognising The Signs Of A Deteriorating
Resident

(https://hellocaremail.com.au/something-isnt-right-recognising-signs-
deteriorating-resident/)   Recognising when the health of an aged care
resident is deteriorating is fundamental to ensuring the person receives the
care and treatment they need It's a sign that intervention is needed When
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care and treatment they need.  It s a sign that intervention is needed. When
deterioration occurs it’s important it’s recognised promptly, and that

By Caroline Egan (https://hellocaremail.com.au/posts-by-author/213)   Nov 20, 2020

Small, Government-Run Aged Care Homes Deliver The Best Care:
Royal Commission

(https://hellocaremail.com.au/small-government-run-aged-care-homes-
deliver-best-care-royal-commission/)   New research reveals that small
homes run by the government deliver the highest quality aged care services
to residents. The Royal Commission into Aged Care Quality and Safety
analysed more than 50 quality indicators including data on clinical outcomes,
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