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SELF-DETERMINATION THROUGH PSYCHIATRIC ADVANCE DIRECTIVES

Consumers and Providers Speak Out

FINDINGS FROM CONSUMERS
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“I had been in the

hospital a couple

of times and had

been coerced into

several treatments,

including shock

treatments, and I

wanted it made

very clear that this

was not an option. I

felt safer. I felt I was

advocating for

myself. It took away

some of the ‘if.’”
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“When I learned

about [a mental

health advance

directives project], I

was excited at the

prospect of being

able to let my

loved ones know

what I would want

them to decide if I

were ever

declared

incompetent. It

seemed a natural

for the way I have

developed my

treatment. They, in

turn, are more

comfortable,

knowing what I

would want done,

so they don’t have

to agonize over

certain decisions.”
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Consumers and Providers Speak Out

“. . . I know that,

bottom line

[having an

advance

directive] could

be a false sense of

security if you

don’t finish it or

you don’t have it

in the right place.

We’ve had

people who

couldn’t find theirs

when they

needed it and so

it was null, it didn’t

have any effect.”
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FINDINGS FROM PROVIDERS
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“PAD is not

necessarily

adversarial, but

could be helpful.

[An example of

someone for whom

a PAD may be

helpful is a

consumer] who

does not talk when

at a low point of

mental health, but

who could make a

plan in advance

when she has

judgment and

willingness to

express it.”
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Consumers and Providers Speak Out

“Consumers who

have used a

relapse prevention

plan to take control

of recovery process

would be good

candidates to use

PADs. . . .Would

need for consumer

to be willing to

spend much time

on process to make

the decisions about

options – learn

about options,

make decisions,

feel good enough

about those

decisions to stick

with them.”
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“We do not know

[if an advance

directive will be

legally

enforceable], but

we need to have

providers buy in

and have it done

collaboratively with

a treatment team

for the best

chances of its

being enforced or

followed.”
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Consumers and Providers Speak Out

Providers’ Own Psychiatric Advance Directives

At the Department of Psychiatry of the University of Vienna, 101

psychiatric nurses and psychiatrists responded to a questionnaire

about psychiatric advance directives  (“psychiatric wills”) and

anonymously drafted advance directives for themselves concerning

psychiatric treatment in the event of an acute psychosis. The report

includes findings similar to those summarized here.1

The authors were encouraged that “a substantial proportion of

mental health professionals is favorably included towards advanced

directives as a method to increase patient choice and input into their

treatment, even if it is involuntary. This study does not address the

persistent problems associated with involuntary treatment, but offers

insight into the promulgation of a promising alternative.”

Only about half of those surveyed had known of advance

directives, but about the same number viewed it to be an appropriate

legal option. Knowledge about these tools among psychiatrists was

significantly higher than among nursing staff.

The advance directives written by those surveyed responded to a

narrative form seeking answers about what the person would not want

in treatment, what he or she would want instead and why that was so.

About 75% of the respondents made at least one statement about a

method of treatment they would not want, primarily pharmacological

interventions, while others expressed rejection of physical restraint and

refusal to participate in research, among other areas of concern. The

reasons for rejections or preferences most often related to side-effects

and presumed efficacy of treatment methods, or what the subject

termed “general human rights issues,” such as dignity and self-

responsibility. Of the 30 professionals who rejected neuroleptic medica-

tion, most frequently because of the side-effects, 26 requested some

alternative medication or other treatment.

The participants were reportedly “thoughtful” in drafting their

“wills,” and gave lengthy written statements and explanations about

their preferences. The researchers found that the wills included very

specific statements about refusal or demand for certain treatment

strategies, usually with “reference to past personal or observed

experiences,” but also with reference to arguments “for the positive

impact of maintaining patients’ rights and responsibilities also in a

situation of compulsory treatment.”

1 See Amering, Denk, Griengle, Sibitz, Stastny, Psychiatric Wills of Mental
Health Professionals: A Survey of Opinions Regarding Advanced Directives in
Psychiatry, Social Psychiatry and Psychiatric Epidemiology, 34:30-34 (1999).
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