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END-OF-LIFE MEDICAL TERMINOLOGY 

• Antibiotics: Antibiotics treat some infections (such as pneumonia) that can develop when 
a person is seriously ill. Antibiotics may also treat symptoms (such as with a bladder 
infection.)  

• Artificial nutrition and hydration: A method of delivering a chemically-balanced mix of 
nutrients and fluids when a patient is unable to eat or drink by mouth. The patient may be 
fed through a tube inserted directly into the stomach, a tube put through the nose and 
throat into the stomach, or an intravenous tube. 

• Cardiopulmonary resuscitation (CPR): A medical procedure that attempts to restart 
breathing and the heartbeat of a person who has no heartbeat or has stopped breathing. 
Typically involves "mouth-to-mouth" and forceful pressure on the chest to restart the heart. 
May also involve electric shock (defibrillation) or a plastic tube down the throat into the 
windpipe to assist breathing (intubation).   

• Decision-Making capacity: The ability to make choices that reflect an understanding and 
appreciation of the nature and consequences of one’s actions. 

• DNR:  Do Not Resuscitate; a medical order to refrain from performing cardiopulmonary 
resuscitation if a patient’s heart stops beating.    

• AND: Allow Natural Death.  Same medical order as a DNR but phrases the action as a 
more positive approach.  

• Intravenous (IV) fluids: A small plastic tube (catheter) is inserted directly into the vein and 
fluids are administered through the tube. Typically, IV fluids are given on a short-term basis. 

• Life Sustaining Treatment: A medical intervention administered to a patient that prolongs 
the life of the physical body and delays death. 

•  Living Will (in Colorado the statutory form is titled Advance Directive for 
Surgical/Medical Treatment).  A document that describes the kind of medical care that you 
would want if you were terminally ill or in a Persistent Vegetative State.  In Colorado, it 
contains a provision to appoint your healthcare agent.  (See Medical Durable Power of 
Attorney below). Living wills also may include non-medical choices and guidelines.  
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• Medical Durable Power of Attorney.  A document that appoints a healthcare agent for a 
person when they are unable to represent their own interests.  This document may be 
designed to be activated upon signing or only upon legal declaration of incapacitation. It 
should not be confused with a Durable Power of Attorney. 

• Medical Order for Scope of Treatment.  A medical order summarizing choices for key life-
sustaining treatments, including CPR.  It is designed for chronically or seriously ill persons in 
frequent contact with medical providers and should be reviewed regularly to ensure 
decisions are current and appropriate to the person’s medical condition.  As a medical 
order, it carries more weight than an advance directive.  

•  Mechanical ventilation/respiration: A plastic tube is put down the throat to help 
breathing intubation. A machine pumps air in and out of the lungs through the tube when a 
person is no longer able to breathe naturally. 

• Palliative Care:  Medical interventions intended to alleviate suffering, discomfort, and 
dysfunction but not to cure (such as pain medication or treatment of an annoying infection). 

• Persistent Vegetative State:  As defined by the American Academy of Neurology, “a form 
of eyes-open permanent unconsciousness in which the patient has periods of wakefulness 
and physiologic sleep/wake cycles but at no time is aware of himself or his environment.” 

• Proxy Decision Maker.  If you do not have a personally-appointed healthcare agent, a 
group of ‘interested people’ will be collected by the physician to select one of the group to 
act as a proxy decision maker until you are able to represent yourself again, or until a 
permanent proxy can be chosen.  

• Terminal condition:  In most states, a status that is incurable or irreversible and in which 
death will occur within a short time. There is no precise, universally accepted definition of “a 
short time,” but in general it is considered to be less than one year. 

• Tube feeding: On a short-term basis, fluids and liquid nutrients can be given through a 
tube in the nose that goes into the stomach (nasogastric or "NG" tube). For long-term 
feeding, a tube can be inserted though a surgical procedure directly into the stomach 
(gastric or "G" tube) or the intestines (jejunal or "J" tube).  

Prepared by Practically Dying, with excerpts from Physician Orders for Life-Sustaining Treatments Paradigm, American 
Hospital Association, Colorado Revised Statutes, and support by and gratitude to medical providers.   


