CAPACITY ASSESSMENT ON THE WARDS: Quick Reference Guide

	WHAT?

· “Capacity” refers to a person’s ability to make informed decisions to consent to or to refuse specific treatments (but also applies to other things, like financial and social care decisions)

· Capacity assessment is what we do in to determine whether or not someone has capacity to make the decision in question. 

WHY?

· There are occasions when there is reason to believe that someone may lack capacity to make a decision either temporarily (mental illness, delirium, when in pain) or permanently (dementia, learning disability)

· There are occasions where a decision is so important (such as life saving treatment, or indeed elective treatment that may have harmful effects) where it is important to ensure that the person has the capacity to make it.

WHEN?

· In theory, all healthcare professionals should make an assessment of capacity whenever offering an intervention

· In practice we usually make a formal capacity assessment when there is a specific need to as above

· The Mental Capacity Act (MCA) 2005 reminds us that every effort should be made to assist patients in making decisions when assessing capacity– this includes deferring the decision until someone’s capacity has returned if practicable.


	WHO?

· Any healthcare professional can assess capacity - it does not need to be a doctor

· You should be competent in assessing capacity, especially around interventions you are prescribing or administering yourself

· Occasionally you may need assistance from someone with specialised assessment skills, such as a psychiatrist (if mental illness is suspected) or a professional with expertise in cognitive impairment, learning disability etc.

HOW?

Provided you are satisfied that it is necessary to assess capacity and everything has been done to optimise capacity, you should:

· Be clear about the decision the person is being asked to make

· Ensure that the patient has had the information they need to make the decision

· Assess whether they can understand the information

· Assess whether they can retain the information

· Assess whether they can weigh up the information to make a decision

· Ensure that they can communicate their decision by any means.

If they can do all of the above, then the patient has capacity and their decision stands, however unwise.

If a patient lacks capacity, then decisions may be made on their behalf in their best interests according to the principles of the MCA.




