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Objectives

By the end of the presentation the participants will be able to:

1. Identify the guiding principles of capacity assessments

2. List the different types of capacity assessments

3. Describe the four components of decision making that are 
evaluated in capacity assessments

4. Become familiar with helpful tools to aid with capacity 
assessments



Capacity

To have capacity, a person is able to:

Understand the information relevant to making the decision at hand

AND

Appreciate that their decisions or indecision may impact themselves or others

https://library.nshealth.ca/DignityofRiskandChoice/Capacity

https://library.nshealth.ca/DignityofRiskandChoice/Capacity


What do we need capacity for?

We need capacity to:

• Accept care

• Refuse care

• Return to independent living

• Leave AMA

• Participate in research

• Complete care directives, assign POA



Why are we talking about this?

In Nova Scotia any physician 

is qualified to give an opinion 

on capacity



Objective 1

Identify the guiding principles of capacity assessments



4 Principles
The Right to Self 
Determination

Presumption of 
Capacity

Decisional 
Capacity –

People Make 
Decisions for 

Different 
Reasons

Incapacity is 
Domain Specific



Steps in a 
Capacity 
Assessment

Determine the specific type of 
decisional capacity to be assessed

Specific assessment of decisional 
capacity

General assessment of mental 
state

Collection of collateral 
information

Professional judgment of 
decisional capacity



Objective 2

List the different types of capacity assessments



Three 
Domains of 
Competency

Medical 
Treatment

Personal Care

Financial



Pause for 
Safety

• Is the need for 
assessment justified?

• What is the main issue in 
this situation?

• Who benefits most?

• What are the needs of 
the person?



Financial 
Capacity

Make or change a will

Assign a POA

Manage property

Pay bills



Capacity 
for 

Personal
Care

Take Care of 
Oneself

Shelter

Food

Clothing

ADLs

If Fluctuating course – be safe at 
the poorest level



Capacity 
for 
Medical 
Care

Make decisions about 
healthcare and 
treatment



Objective 3

Describe the four components of decision making that 
are evaluated in capacity assessments



Decision Making Ability

• Can the patient understand diagnosis and treatment risks, benefits, and 
consequences?

Understanding

• Can the patient evaluate predicted consequences in relation to personal 
situation, goals, and values?

Appreciating

• How is the decision reached?

Reasoning

• Is the patient able to communicate that choice?

• Is the choice stable long enough to be implemented?

Choosing



Important 
to 
Remember:

Capacity for any 
decision may 
fluctuate.

Decisions vary in 
complexity

Not all decisions are 
based on rational and 
logical reasoning.



Questions that can 
help clarify 

decisional capacity

Adapted from Grisso and Applebaum. Assessing competence 
to consent to treatment: a guide for physicians and other 
health professionals. New York: Oxford University Press, 1998



Understanding

Based on cognitive status

Is the patient able to 
receive information on 
condition and treatment 
choices?

Tell me in your own words what 
your doctor told you about:

Your health problem

Recommended treatment

Possible risks/benefits 
of treatment options

Possible risks/benefits of no 
treatment



Appreciating

Is the patient able to apply 
treatment options to 
his/her own situation?

Can the patient evaluate 
predicted consequences in 
relation to personal 
situation?

Patients who do not 
acknowledge their 
illnesses cannot make 
valid decisions about 
treatment

What do you believe is wrong with 
your health?

Do you need treatment?

What is treatment likely to do for you?

What makes you believe it will have 
that effect?

What do you believe will happen if you 
are not treated?

Why do you think your doctor 
has recommended this?



Reasoning

How is the decision 
reached?

Is the choice based on 
fact and the patient’s 
own values?

Focus on the process 
by which a decision 
is reached.

How did you decide to reject or 
accept the recommended 
treatment?

What makes (chosen option) 
better than (alternative option)?

How are you balancing the pluses 
and minuses of the treatments? If 
you don't accept it?



Choosing

Is the patient able 
to communicate that 
choice?

Is the patient capable 
of actualizing the 
choice?

Frequent reversals 
of choice may indicate 
lack of capacity

You have been given a lot of 
information about your condition. 
Have you decided what medical option 
is best for you right now?

We have discussed several choices; 
what do you want to do?

(If no decision) What is making it hard 
for you to decide?



Remember

Cognitive deficits alone are not 
enough to declare 
incompetence

People are allowed to make 
“poor” choices

Competency assessment puts 
people’s fundamental rights at 
risk … use only as a last resort



Steps in a 
Capacity 
Assessment

Determine the specific type of 
decisional capacity to be assessed

Specific assessment of decisional 
capacity

General assessment of mental 
state

Collection of collateral 
information

Professional judgment of 
decisional capacity



Additional 
Information

• Mental Status
• Memory

• Orientation

• Concentration

• Delusions/Hallucinations

• Insight

• Is condition temporary or 
permanent?

• Cognitive tests

• Collateral



Tools and Resources
Objective 4



Organized 
Approach



Capacity Checklists

https://dalu-my.sharepoint.com/:f:/g/personal/alacas_dal_ca/EuKF533V2blJqXEN1g8r9BcB-XFN-8lN3G4mJo_PFZlMJg?e=fVeE5B


NS Form 1

Form 1: Capacity Assessment Report

https://novascotia.ca/just/pto/forms/Form%201%20Assessment%20of%20Capacity%20to%20make%20Decisions%20about%20a%20Personal%20Care%20Matter.pdf


Basic Principle of Capacity 
Assessment

Weigh balance 
of person’s 
autonomy 

against the need 
to act in that 

person’s interest



Objectives

4 guiding principles of 
capacity assessments

Different types of capacity 
assessments

Four components of 
decision making

Helpful tools



Resources

NSHA Resources:

https://library.nshealth.ca/DignityofRiskandChoice/Capacity

Form 1:

https://novascotia.ca/just/pto/forms/Form%201%20Assessment%20of%20Capacity%20to%20make%20Decisions
%20about%20a%20Personal%20Care%20Matter.pdf

Nova Scotia Personal Directives:

https://novascotia.ca/just/pda

NS Seniors Mental Health Toolkit:

http://www.cdha.nshealth.ca/system/files/sites/100/documents/seniors-mental-health-assessment-toolkit-2015_0.pdf

Applebaum, PS. Assessment of Patients’ Competence to Consent to Treatment. NEJM. 357;18. 2007.

Grisso, T. & Applebaum, PS. Assessing competence to consent to treatment: a guide for physicians and other health professionals. New 
York: Oxford University Press, 1998.

https://library.nshealth.ca/DignityofRiskandChoice/Capacity
https://novascotia.ca/just/pto/forms/Form%201%20Assessment%20of%20Capacity%20to%20make%20Decisions%20about%20a%20Personal%20Care%20Matter.pdf
https://novascotia.ca/just/pda
http://www.cdha.nshealth.ca/system/files/sites/100/documents/seniors-mental-health-assessment-toolkit-2015_0.pdf

