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Withholding and Withdrawing Treatment Contextualised Scenario

Lindsey Dow

Learning Outcomes 

Uses reflection and problem solving to enable students to explore ethical and legal issues concerning advanced 
statements, withholding and withdrawing treatment.

Assessment of Learning Outcomes

Suggested assessment method: Defining Issues Test

Teaching Structure/Format

Small group
Duration: 3h
Level: Three (Complex issues)
Teachers role: facilitator

Approach 

Small group interactive problem solving and reflective approach.

Students have a plenary introduction where the workshop aims and objectives are reviewed and small group tasks 
stated. Students separate into their mixed nursing and medical student groups (10 max) with their facilitator. 
Students work through the scenario, discussing different points and reflecting on own experiences, then move onto 
problem solving stage. Finally students prepare a presentation for delivery to the Plenary group (each group has a 
different scenario). The Presentation is offered by a nurse and medical student together. The facilitator stands back 
from the group, allowing them to work independently unless help is specifically requested.

The Scenario: 

Mrs James is a 79-year-old widow living with her daughter and son in law. Her 19-year-old grandson lives with his 
parents and is a trained first-aider.

Mrs James has had a long history of heart failure dating from a heart attack in 1989. She is increasingly debilitated 
by the heart problem. She rarely goes out but appears to have a reasonable quality of life. She is an independent, 
clear minded individual, and has made an 'Advance Statement' that should she have a 'heart attack' she wishes to 
be left to die with 'dignity'. This includes hospital treatment. Her GP, daughter, and son-in-law are aware of this.
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One evening her daughter and son in law go out to play Bingo and the grandmother decides to cook a meal for her 
grandson. During the evening Mrs James tells her grandson that she has heart burn. At 9.30 p.m. Mrs James 
collapses. Her grandson initiates resuscitation and telephones for an ambulance. Mrs James is taken to the local 
district general hospital's A&E and then transferred to ITU where she is intubated and ventilated. She requires high 
doses of medication to support her cardiac function.

When her daughter and son-in-law return home they quickly determine the facts and go straight to the hospital to see 
the medical practitioner in charge of her care. They show a written copy of the 'Advance Statement' made by Mrs 
James to the clinician and, allied with medical evidence, the decision is made to withdraw treatment. Mrs James is 
extubated and medication is ceased. Three days elapse before Mrs James dies.

The case sparks a long debate by the ITU staff as to the difference between withholding and withdrawing treatment 
and to what constitutes care and what constitutes treatment. 

Moral Context/Underlying Ethical Issues: 

Explore and discuss the rights, duties, responsibilities, best interests, and least/worst options for those 
involved.

How do group members feel about withdrawing or withholding treatment in cases such as these?

How do health professionals make decisions about resuscitation and do not attempt resuscitation?

What is an advance statement/directive and what legal power does it hold? Does an advanced statement on 
DNAR if one illness develops apply in the presence of another illness in the same patient?

Explore the legal and ethical frameworks and duties relevant to this scenario.

Judge whether what was done in the circumstances was reasonable.

Relevant Professional Codes (if any): 

Royal College of Nursing

General Medical Council

Royal College of Physicians

British Medical Association

Created on: April 17th 2007

Updated on: May 18th 2007

Page 2 of 2


