
 

Health NZ Southern breaches Code for poor record keeping and 

administration of steroids without patient’s consent  

20HDC01118 

Health New Zealand| Te Whatu Ora Southern (formerly Southern DHB) breached the 
Code of Health and Disability Services Consumers’ Rights (the Code) in respect to 
aspects of care provided to a woman who required spinal surgeries.  
 
In a report released today, the Deputy Health and Disability Commissioner said 
Health NZ Southern breached the Code by not giving the woman full information, 
and not upholding her rights to give informed consent when it administered steroids 
without discussing their use.  
 
Dr Vanessa Caldwell said “…people have the right to receive the information that any 
reasonable person would expect, in the same circumstances, in order to make an 
informed choice or give informed consent. In my view, the necessary information 
was not provided to this woman and, this is an error for which Health NZ must take 
responsibility.” 
 
She was also critical of its poor record keeping, noting “Good documentation is 
essential to maintain continuity of care.”   
 
The case involved the complex management of the woman’s neurological symptoms 
and spinal surgeries which had to be rescheduled several times. The woman was 
prescribed a steroid for pain relief but there were no records of this being discussed 
with her.  She complained to Health NZ Southern but was very critical of its 
management of her complaint.  
 
Dr Caldwell acknowledged the woman’s distress. “Ms A had a difficult patient 
journey. It is understandable that she feels let down by the public hospital. I am 
concerned about three key aspects of the care provided to Ms A, namely around 
informed consent, record keeping and Health NZ’s response to her complaint.”  
 
Dr Caldwell made an adverse comment on the surgeon’s failure to introduce himself 
and advise the woman that he was replacing the original surgeon in performing 
surgery. She recommended that he undertake HDC’s e-learning module on informed 
consent. 
 
 
  



2 
 

She has also recommended Health NZ Southern apologise to the woman and review 
neurosurgery service staff training on informed consent and audit its standard of 
record keeping.  

19 August 2024 

Editor’s notes 

Please only use the photo provided with this media release. For any questions about 
the photo, please contact the communications team. 

The full report of this case can be viewed on HDC’s website - see HDC's 'Latest 
Decisions'. 

Names have been removed from the report to protect privacy of the individuals 
involved in this case. 

The Commissioner will usually name providers and public hospitals found in breach 
of the Code unless it would not be in the public interest or would unfairly 
compromise the privacy interests of an individual provider or a consumer. More 
information for the media, including HDC’s naming policy and why we don't 
comment on complaints, can be found on our website here. 

HDC promotes and protects the rights of people using health and disability services 
as set out in the Code of Health and Disability Services Consumers' Rights (the Code). 

In 2022/23 HDC made 592 quality improvement recommendations to individual 
complaints and we have a high compliance rate of around 96%. 

Health and disability service users can now access an animated video to help them 
understand their health and disability service rights under the Code. 

Read our latest Annual Report 2023 

Learn more: Education Publications 

For more information contact: 

Communications team, Health and Disability Commissioner 

Email: communications@hdc.org.nz, Mobile: +64 (0)27 432 6709 
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