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when the individual is incompetent. They do not have to be
signed by the individual; neither do they need to be witnessed by
a health practitioner, solicitor or justice of the peace. An advance
directive is valid when four key elements are satisfied: the
individual was competent to make the particular decision(s),
they were free from undue infl
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justified on the basis that ‘this is what the patient requested in
their advance directive’.

CONCERNS IN THE GENERAL PRACTICE SETTING
In 1997 Robin Stent (then New Zealand’s Health and Disability
Commissioner) highlighted the need for general practitioners
(GPs) to be involved in advance directive consultations.28 It has
also been claimed by Clements29 that ‘primary care facilities are
likely the best place to have these discussions before they
become medically necessary’.

Although primary care would seem to be an obvious setting in
which to initiate advance directive conversations, I believe
a number of challenges lie in this environment, particularly in
terms of time constraints and ensuring GPs are adequately
skilled at communicating with older persons about life-
sustaining medical treatment issues. Furthermore, there are also
a number of concerns about: high levels of uncertainty regarding
some patient’s future medical needs; effectively conversing with
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health professionals with whom the patient had a relationship,
or the extended family in helping to determine the validity of
a directive, one may then reasonably question the purpose of an
advance directive in the first place; either it stands as a compe-
tent patient’s preferences or it does not. If physicians feel
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