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Background:  Emergency  departments  routinely  offer  cardiopulmonary  resuscitation  and  endotracheal
intubation  to patients  in resuscitative  states.  With  increasing  longevity  and  prevalence  of  chronic  con-
ditions  in  Australia,  there  has been  growing  need  to uptake  and  implement  advance  care  directives  and
resuscitation  plans.  This  study  investigates  the  frequency  of the  presence  of  advance  care  directives  and
resuscitation  plans  and  its  utilisation  in  cardiopulmonary  and  endotracheal  intubation  decision  making.
Methods:  Retrospective  audit  of electronic  patients’  medical  records  aged  ≥65  years  presenting  over  a
3-month  period.  Data  collected  included  demographics,  triage  categories,  advance  care  directive  and/or
resuscitation  plans/orders  status.
Results:  A  total  of 6439  patients  were  included  representing  29% of the  total  patient  population  during
the  study  period.  Participants  were  randomly  selected  (N  = 300);  mean  age  was  78.7  (±8.1)  years.  An
advance  care  directive  was  present  in only  8% and  one  in  three  patients  (37%)  had  a previous  resuscitation
plan/order.  Senior  consultant  was  present  at  the  department  for consultation  by  junior  doctors  for  most

of the  patients  (82%).  Acknowledgment  of either  advance  care  directive  or resuscitation  plans/orders  in
clinical  notes  was  only  9.5%  (n = 116).
Conclusion:  Advance  care  directive  prevalence  was  low  with  resuscitation  plans/orders  being  more  com-
mon.  However,  clinician  acknowledgement  was  infrequent  for both.

Crown  Copyright  © 2020  Published  by  Elsevier  Ltd on  behalf  of  College  of Emergency  Nursing
Australasia.  All  rights  reserved.
ntroduction

Advance care planning helps individuals document preferences
or their future treatment for a time when they may  not be able to

ake decisions for themselves due to cognitive impairment [1,2].
dvance care planning is recommended for all Australians aged 65

ears and above or those with chronic illnesses, to express their
ishes and values through an advance care directive (ACD) in rela-

ion to the level of treatment they prefer to receive from clinicians.
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In Australia, advance care planning is supported by both statute
and common laws [3] and in the state of Victoria, there is recent
legislation on Medical Treatment Planning and Decisions [4].

The Australian national general common law discusses the
applicable principles to advance care planning broadly with ref-
erence to individual states and territories legal requirements
[3]. There is an ongoing effort for a unified ACD [5], however
Australia currently lacks a consistent national ACD [3,6,7]. While
the Commonwealth could give guidance and arrange agreement on
consistent legislation, under the constitution this is a state respon-
sibility and requires State law, therefore it is the jurisdictional

specific legislation on advance care planning [8] that guides clini-
cians on implementation at their Australian State or jurisdiction of
practice.
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In the State of Victoria, the level of implementation of ACD is
xpected to be clearly documented by treating clinicians as men-
ioned in Part 4, section 56 (pp. 44) of the medical treatment
lanning and decisions act (2016) [4] mandating the acknowledge-
ent and adherence or non-adherence with justification to the

ontent of ACD in clinical decision making as proven by record-
ng in writing in individual’s clinical notes. The institutional policy
n resuscitation plan (pp. 3) states, “The Resuscitation Plan should
nly be used to document decisions. At all times, accurate and com-
lete notes in accordance with this policy must be maintained in the
atient’s medical history” [9].

Unlike an ACD which is valid indefinitely for all healthcare facil-
ties, a resuscitation plan which is also known as a “resuscitation
rder” or “goals of care” is used as a guidance on the extent of life
rolonging care that can be offered. A resuscitation plan is only
alid for the individual institution and is usually limited to the cur-
ent admission and therefore only serves as a guide for subsequent
ospital presentations.

Despite the emergence of advance care planning and resus-
itation plans/orders, emergency departments (ED) continue to
outinely provide emergency medical treatment (EMT) which
omprises three principles; 1. Providing emergency care and inter-
entions to acutely unwell, 2. Prevent serious damage to patients’
ealth, 3. Prevent patients from suffering or continuing to suffer

rom significant pain or distress [4,10]. In the State of Victoria, as in
he rest of Australia, these principles are enshrined in the law [4].

The universal application of EMT  to all ED patients may  be
ess appropriate for the changing ED patient demographics with
ncreasingly elderly patients [11,12] and patients living with
hronic illnesses [13] of whom some are in palliative care [14].
atients who may  fall short of qualifying for EMT  category but seek-
ng treatment in ED need to be managed with treatment plans that
re consistent with any pre-existing directives such as ACD or as
irected by State law, in the case of Victoria, the Medical Treatment
lanning and Decisions Act 2016 [1,4].

The need or consideration for EMT  can be determined by
tilising patients triage categories [15,16] and involving senior
linicians in treatment decision making [17]. Patients with semi
r non-urgent conditions (based on their triage category) with
ecision-making capacity can consent or object to their care if they
eed to. The dilemma lies with patients who may  lack decision
aking capacity. Clinicians then need to look for the patient’s prior
ishes, such as ACD or, by consulting with surrogate decision mak-

rs, such as an appointed medical treatment decision maker [1]
r the State civil and administrative tribunals, Victorian Civil and
dministrative Tribunal [4] in the case of Victoria.

Previous resuscitation plans, while not considered as a valid doc-
ment in determining patient treatment level, are an important
lement in aiding patients treatment decisions [18]. These docu-
ents are an indication of the patient’s prior wishes, as they are

sually made after discussion with either a capable patient or in
oncordance with a surrogate decision maker, a medical treatment
ecision maker.

It is known that patients aged 65 years and above should have an
CD [1] or a resuscitation plan as per individual institutions policies

n the absence of an ACD and depending on their presenting condi-
ions and underlying commodities. However, the implementation
f ACD has been challenging in Australia with State/jurisdictional
ariations and a mobile population; and that, EDs traditionally
tilised and continue to utilise EMT  for majority of their patients
espite changing patient population dynamics and emergence of

egislation’s on respecting preferences through ACD in Australia.

This paper confirms other studies findings of low prevalence of

CD among the target patient population [19], and the prevalence
ven been lower in EDs compared to other in-patient or residential
etting [20]. The paper finds that; clinicians are not reviewing ACD
Fig. 1. Selection of study participants for ED patients aged at least 65 years present-
ing to ED over a 3-month period.
*Resuscitation Plan (RP).

and previous resuscitation plans and that may  result in offering
futile treatment to patients leading to; unnecessary distress for the
patients and their families and not re-directing resources to where
it benefits most.

This study examined retrospectively, electronic records of ran-
domly selected patients attending a level four ED [21]. The study
aim was, to determine the frequency of the presence of advance
care directives and resuscitation plans, written acknowledgement
of the existence of advance care directive/resuscitation plans in
patients’ electronic medical records, and whether cardiopulmonary
resuscitation and intubation interventions offered were consistent
with patients advance care directive and previous resuscitation
plans.

Methods

Study design and study site

Retrospective audit on electronic patient records including elec-
tronic discharge summaries of a tertiary hospital’s ED in Melbourne
was undertaken. Data extraction was restricted to the period
between 1st January 2019 and 31st March 2019, for patients pre-
sented to ED aged ≥65 years.

Ethics approval for the study was  obtained from the Institu-
tional Human Research Ethics committee. Patient consent was not
required for the study as the data was de-identified and observa-
tional in nature.

Sampling

A total of 22,486 patients presented to ED during the study
period and 6439 patients were aged ≥65 years. Sample size (Fig. 1)
was calculated using OpenEpi [22] with the following assump-
tion: frequency of outcome (presence of documented ACD) in the
population of 29% [19], power of 80% and confidence interval of
95%, which yielded a sample size of 302. Simple random sampling
technique was used to select 302 patients from the list of eligible
patients, two patients were excluded due to duplication result-
ing from multiple presentations, and therefore, the analysis was
performed using data for 300 patients in total.

Data extraction

Variables extracted from the electronic patients records were:
demographics, triage category, ACD presence, date of the ACD, pre-
vious resuscitation plans, date of last previous resuscitation plan,
and acknowledgement of ACD/resuscitation plans on patients’ elec-

tronic discharge summary.

Other variables included: time presented to ED to examine
against times when senior clinicians are rostered and present in the
department for advice and guidance on previous ACD and resus-
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Table 1
Characteristics of the study population for patients aged at least 65 years presenting
to  ED over a 3-month period.

Variables n (%)

Study participants 300
Age in years

Range 65−100
Mean (±SD) 78.7 (8.1)

Age  groups 300
65−74  years 106 (35.3)
75−85  years 122 (40.7)
>85  years 72 (24.0)

Gender 300
Male 148 (49.3)
Female 152 (50.7)

Triage category 300
1  2 (0.7)
2 48 (16.0)
3  141 (47.0)
4  102 (34.0)
5  7 (2.3)

Presence of ACD 300
Yes 24 (8.0)

Presence of resuscitation plan 300
Yes 112 (37.3)

Acknowledgement of ACD/resuscitation plan in clinical notes 116
Yes 11 (9.5)

Presence of senior consultants 300
Yes 246 (82.0)

Treatment consistent with ACD/resuscitation plan 116
Yes 116 (100)

Destination 300
Home 148 (49.3)
Nursing homes 12 (4.0)
ICU 2 (0.7)
Theatre 4 (1.3)
Ward 134 (44.7)

Speciality 140
Cardiology 8 (5.7)
Gastroenterology 2 (1.4)
General Medicine 65 (46.4)
General Surgery 17 (12.1)
Neurology 7 (5)
Orthopedics 5 (3.6)
Oncology 13 (9.3)
A.D. Osman et al. / Australasian

itation plans utilisation in treatment decision making, CPR and
ndotracheal intubation interventions as treatment consistency
ith ACD/resuscitation plans as documented in patients’ electronic
ischarge summary, admission and discharge destination from ED
nd admitting specialty. Triage (Australasian Triage Scale) is a scale
sed to assess the clinical urgency of patients determining the need
or time-critical intervention [16]. Extracted data were validated
ndependently by two clinicians who were not in the study team;
oth were blinded to the study objectives. Formal measures of

nter-observer agreement were not performed. The data was  then
nalysed.

nalysis

Numerical data were presented as counts and percentages. In
ases where there were missing values the data were presented as

 (number of cases) / N (number of instances where the value was
nown) with no assumptions made about missing data. Age was
he only continuous variable and the rest of the variables were cat-
gorical. Differences in categorical data were examined with the
hi-squared or Fisher’s exact test, as appropriate. Statistical signif-
cance was indicated by a two-sided p value < 0.05.

esults

etails of patient cohort

A total of 300 patients were randomly selected for this study.
ean age of the study population was 78.7 years with an SD of

±8.1). There was similar proportion of male and female. Most of
he study group were allocated triage categories 3 (47%) and 4 (34%)
uring their visit to the ED. More than half of the patients (53.3%)
ere discharged to home or nursing homes. Among the admit-

ed patients, most were admitted into General Medicine wards
Table 1).

One in three patients (37%) had prior resuscitation plans, pres-
nce of ACD was just 8%. A senior consultant was  present for most
atients (82%) based on departments senior consultant coverage
chedule times.

cknowledgement of resuscitation plans and ACD in ED clinician’s
otes

Acknowledgment of either ACD or resuscitation plans in
linical notes was only 9.5% (11/116) and all patients with
CD/resuscitation plans received treatment consistent with

heir documented wishes (n = 116) in relation to CPR and
ntubation.

Among the 140 admitted patients, 13 (9%) patients had an ACD
nd 67 (48%) patients had a resuscitation plan. However, acknowl-
dgement of ACD/resuscitation plans in clinical notes was  only
% (9/140) of the patients. Among the 160 patients discharged
rom the ED, 11 (7%) had ACD and 45 (28%) had resuscitation
lans, but acknowledgement of ACD/resuscitation plans found in
linical notes was only among 2 (1%) of patients. Details of dis-
ribution of ACD and resuscitation plans among admitted and
ischarged patients according to different age groups are outlined

n Fig. 1.

ifferences in ACD and resuscitation plans documentation based
n patient demographics and outcomes
Admitted and discharged patients were compared and there was
o statistically significant difference in terms of age, gender, pres-
nce of senior consultants, presence of ACD or resuscitation plans,
r acknowledgement of ACD/resuscitation plans in clinical notes
Respiratory Medicine 16 (11.4)
Urology 6 (4.3)
Vascular Surgery 1 (0.7)

(Table 2). Acknowledgment of ACD/resuscitation plans in clinical
notes was more likely if the patients had ACD (55% vs. 16%, p =
0.009, OR 6.21, 95% CI: 1.70–22.7).

Discussion

The present study examined the existence of ACD and
resuscitation plan documents in electronic records of patients
and its consideration in CPR and intubation decision making.
The target population were patients aged 65 years and over
attending ED which comprised 29% of total ED presentations
during the study period. In this study, 37% of patients had
resuscitation plans while 8% had ACD. Documented acknowl-
edgement of an ACD or resuscitation plans was  relatively
infrequent.

Advance care planning completion rates were reported to be
better at residential care facilities than either community or inte-
grative services [23,24] but prior studies have demonstrated that
implementation or consideration of ACD by healthcare workers
was low [2,8,25,26] and our study findings were similar at 9.5%.

The majority of the study patients were not in the very urgent
triage categories [16] and therefore, review of their records for ACD
and previous resuscitation plans if necessary as well as treatment
options discussion were possible for acuity-time factor [15]. None
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Table  2
Comparing admitted and discharged patients.

Variables Discharged, n(%) Admitted, n(%) p Odds Ratio (ORs) 95% Confidence Intervals (CIs)

Total study participants 160 140
Age in years

Range 65−95 65−100
Mean (±SD) 78.2 (7.9) 79.3 (8.2)

Age  groups
65−74 years 59 (36.9) 47 (33.6) 1
75−85  years 64 (40.0) 58 (41.4) 0.591 1.32 0.48−3.63
>85  years 37 (23.1) 35 (25.0) 0.737 0.83 0.27−2.53

Gender
Male 71 (44.4) 77 (55.0) 1
Female 89 (55.6) 63 (45.0) 0.816 0.91 0.40−2.06

Presence of senior consultants 137 (85.6) 109 (77.9) 0.623 0.78 0.30−2.07
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Presence of ACD 11 (6.9) 

Presence of resuscitation plan 45 (28.1)
Acknowledgement of ACD/resuscitation plan in clinical notes 2 (1.3) 

f the patients admitted to ICU or theatre for urgent surgical inter-
ention had ACD. For those who had previous resuscitation plans,
hey were either for full resuscitation or for conservative manage-

ent and this had been offered consistent with those recorded in
heir previous plans at the target destinations. Considering that
he study examined only extreme interventions such as cardiopul-

onary resuscitation and invasive airway management as set at
he study’s inception, the study result found all patient who  had
CD and previous resuscitation plans treatment to be consistent
ith their records.

General medicine admitted the highest number of patients
hich represented 46% of total admitted patients [27] with the

est evenly distributed among nine other specialties. Based on
atients presenting times to the department, senior consultants
ere present for an average 82% of the time for all patients to super-

ise clinicians working in the department [28]. Generally, EMT  has
een the usual practice of EDs especially in the absence of senior
onsultants who can make early determination to treatment limita-
ions [28]. Changes from a patient population perspective [11–14]
nd the emergence of initiatives such as Choosing Wisely Australia
29] that helps reduce the use of harmful or unnecessary tests,
reatments and procedures and the recently adopted Victoria State
egislation on assisted dying [30] may  mean EDs utilisation of EMT
eeds to be revisited.

There has been increasing demand for ED services across
ustralia with reported growth of 3.4% in 2017/2018, of which, 22%
f the total were patients aged 65 years and over [11]. The changing
atient demographics seen in EDs are consistent with the country’s
emographic change which is due to increasing longevity in the
ustralian population. The proportion of the patients over the age
f 65, who are targeted to have an ACD [1] will rapidly increase over
he next decade [31] necessitating improving the uptake of advance
are planning through national, state and institutional proactive
ampaigns.

Advance care directives are legal documents which are meant
o aid in addressing elderly and chronically ill patient’s treatment
lans. Advance care planning is recommended for all Australians
ged 65 years and above or those with chronic illnesses [1,2]. There
re issues with ACD such as; poor uptake with a national uptake
ate at 29% [19], and this study is showing consistent results; legal
omplexity and State/jurisdictional variations for a mobile society
3,8,26], and a lack of a national or state-wide centralised ACD
ecord keeping facility [8] for patients visiting hospitals outside
heir usual catchment area with My  Health Record, an Australian
ational online portal of individual’s medical record that can be

ccessed anywhere at any time being the only possible avenue
espite its implementation issues [26].
13 (9.3) 0.460 0.66 0.22−1.97
67 (47.9) 1.000 NA NA
9 (6.4) 0.121 3.81 0.70−20.7

Limitations

This is a single centre study conducted in Victoria which may
limit its generalisability to other centres in other states. The ret-
rospective observational study design has an inferior level of
evidence compared to prospective study. The inability to generalise
treatment consistency beyond cardiopulmonary resuscitation and
invasive airway management.

This study measured the documentation retrieved from the
electronic medical record of patients’ preferences from ACD and
resuscitation plan records only. As such, the reported absence of
acknowledgements in the clinical documentation about ACD or
resuscitation plans should be interpreted with caution, as it may  not
necessarily mean that it was  not considered in the clinical decision
making or care of the patients.

Conclusion

Our study results indicate, ACD is uncommon, resuscitation
plans are more common, clinician acknowledgement of either of
these documents where present was infrequent. There is a need to
improve ACD uptake and consideration by ED clinicians and chang-
ing the approach in ED’s universal application of EMT  principles.
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