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Supported Decision-Making and 
Substitute Decision-Makers
Substitute decision-makers are needed when a person cannot make their own 
decision. Physicians and other health care providers can only make health care 
treatment decisions in emergency situations. Otherwise, informed consent is 
required (James, 2022). 

Unless a person has a court-appointed guardian, a health care provider must 
attempt to get informed consent from the person who requires care. Some 
people with disabilities, such as people living with dementia, cannot make 
certain decisions independently, but they may be able to make the decision if 
they have support from people they trust. A supportive decision-maker could be 
a friend or family member. They can help by providing whatever assistance is 
welcome (James, 2022). This includes: 

Taking notes at appointments

Helping the person prepare for the appointment

Explaining things in simple language

Booking language interpreters

Listening when the other person needs to talk 

Asking helpful questions

Researching medications
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Dementia can be a disability, and healthcare providers must accommodate 
disability. Health care providers must communicate with people in a manner 
appropriate to their skills and abilities. For some people this means welcoming 
the supportive decision-maker into discussions about care (James, 2022). 

If a person cannot understand the information relevant to a decision even if 
they have support, they will require a substitute decision-maker. The advance 
care planning process allows an adult to choose their substitute decision-maker 
for health care in advance. 

In choosing someone to be a substitute decision-maker, there are a number 
of considerations to take into account. The Canadian Centre for Elder Law 
recommends you choose someone who: 

 ✓ Knows you well
 ✓ Listens to you and respects your wishes
 ✓ Will speak with you about your needs & wishes
 ✓ Is comfortable communicating with healthcare professionals
 ✓ Will advocate for what you would want




