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About the research: Treatment decision-making for incapacitated patients continues
to pose a formidable challenge. Clinical practice relies on surrogates to make
treatment decisions based on the patient’s advance directive (AD). In the absence of
an AD, surrogates are asked to make the treatment decision they think the patient
would have made if he or she were capacitated. This approach aims to promote
patient autonomy by basing decisions on the patient’s own treatment preferences. Yet
many patients do not complete an AD, and those who do frequently just designate a
family member to make decisions for them. Furthermore, data suggest that many
patients want their surrogates to have considerable leeway when making treatment
decisions. These findings have led to claims that current practice is based on a
mistaken understanding of patients’ priorities. Yet there are few empirical data
regarding which goals patients prioritize in the event of incapacity. The present study
aims to address this gap in the literature by offering the first systematic data on
patients’ priorities for how treatment decisions are made for them in the event of
incapacity.
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