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This presentation will critically examine  the use of advance directives with the Alzheimer's population in 

the context of medical treatment decision-making in long-term care in Ontario, Canada.  Different views 
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have generated conflicting conclusions about the moral authority of use of advance directives when 

dealing with individuals with Alzheimer’s dementia.    

The principle of autonomy underscores a patient’s right to consent or refuse medical treatment.  

Allegedly, an advance directive is a tool that can be used to project the patient’s wishes forward to a 

time when she is no longer able to exercise her autonomy, a practice relying on the notion of precedent 

autonomy, the idea that one can exercise one’s autonomy conditionally or preemptively.  Through the 

presentation of a case study, I will argue that while the idea of use of a directive is a compelling one, in 

practice its use if fraught with significant problems, most of which cannot be overcome.  I will challenge 

the idea that a directive can be held to an autonomy standard, and suggest different ways to understand 

and apply the traditional concept of autonomy, in the context of decision-making for people with 

Alzheimer's.  In doing so, implications for a different conceptualization and practical use of the concept 

of competence will emerge.  The role of the substitute decision-maker will be analyzed as well. 

Finally, I will put forth policy and clinical recommendations.  
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