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Surgical Decision Making for Older Adults

Surgery in older patients involves an increased risk of complications

and subsequent changes to quality of life.

Considering Health Goals

Before deciding to undergo an operation, patients should estab-
lish their health care-related priorities, such as the importance of
prolonging life, preserving independence, or maintaining quality
of life. Once these are determined, patients should discuss with
their surgeon how the proposed operation will influence those
priorities. For example, a patient considering hip replacement sur-
gery whose goal is to improve pain and function may decide to
proceed with the operation in order to meet that goal. In another
example, patients who have rectal cancer needing surgical resec-
tion must consider the risks of postoperative complications and
not being able to care of themselves at home for a very long time.
If your personal priority is maintaining a certain quality of life and
being independent (for example, living at home) rather than living
longer but depending on others, you may decide not to proceed
with surgery.

What Will the Recovery From Surgery Be Like?

Older patients take more time to recover and need more support
compared with younger patients. Some patients go directly home
after surgery and are able to recover without assistance or with mini-
mal help from afriend or family member. More commonly, some sort
of assistance is needed to help recover, such as home visits from
nurses or physical therapists. Some patients are transferred to a
skilled nursing facility from the hospital after surgery to receive full-
time care. It is important to ask what will likely happen in your case
when you leave the hospital. While a surgeon may not be able to pro-
vide a definite answer, he or she will consider your preoperative
physical status and the type of operation needed to assess what your
recovery process might be like.

After Recovery, What Will Daily Life Be Like?

After the recovery process is complete, a patient's return to his or
her previous state of health depends on many factors such as physi-
cal strength and how major the operation was. New mobility aids
or treatments such as a walker, supplemental oxygen, or medica-
tions may be necessary. Even if you are able to return to your base-
line function after surgery, certain aspects of daily life may be dif-
ferent. Itisimportant to ask the surgeon about these things before
an operation to accurately balance the risks and benefits of surgery
and to determine the effect of surgery on daily life. Every patient
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is different, and the surgeon will use his or her best judgment to ad-
vise you about what your life after surgery might be like.

Final Decision Making

The decision whether to have surgery is personal. You should gather
as much information as possible about the proposed surgery and how
it will affect you. Ask your doctors about every aspect of care that
you have concerns about. You should also talk to family members
and loved ones to help make your decision. Thereis no right or wrong
answer, only what is best for each patient personally.

FOR MORE INFORMATION
American College of Surgeons surgical risk calculator
https://riskcalculator.facs.org/RiskCalculator/

To find this and other JAMA Patient Pages, go to the For Patients
collection at jamanetworkpatientpages.com. A JAMA Patient Page
on what to ask your surgeon before an operation was published in
the February 3, 2015, issue of JAMA.
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