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Background: Advance directives (ADs) are a tool to ensure patients’ autonomy and to
respect patients' wishes regarding life-sustaining therapies. There are several difficulties
associated with the use of ADs. First, the willingness to complete an AD is low, which is
reflected in the low prevalence of completed ADs. Second, patient autonomy is not always
guaranteed despite the completion of ADs. This study aimed to identify difficulties and
possible assistance needs in the drafting process around ADs so that the poor
representational power of ADs can be explored, the drafting process facilitated, and thus the
prevalence of ADs may be increased.

Methods : This qualitative study consisted of 10 semi-structured interviews conducted with
older persons.

Results : We found six main themes, which our participants encountered when creating
their AD: Beginning with goal setting, we found securing autonomy, relieving the burden on
family members, and regulating end-of-life matters to be the most frequently mentioned
elements. Further, various challenges emerged in the phase of weighing decisions. Among
these challenges, the most important was the engagement with the topic, the assessment of
the situation in which the AD should be used, and the awareness of when the AD is valid.
Focusing on the decision as recorded in the AD, we identified several influencing factors.
These include personal environment, quality of life, age, and social and religious-spiritual
factors. We also identified several challenges in filling out the AD and thus diverse potential
needs for assistance. These included difficulties with content, formulation issues, and
challenges in ensuring completeness. Regarding exchange with confidants, various reasons
for a lack of discussion of the content were found, especially when talking to the
representative person and the primary care physician (PCP). In the final step, we show the
participants' split trust in the actual implementation of their AD.

Conclusion : Completing an AD is a complex process, which can be facilitated by
identifying challenges and providing possible assistance.
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