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INTRODUCTION

Experts agree that self-determination is critical for individuals with disabilities to lead more fulfilled
lives (Wehmeyer & Schwartz, 1997). Controlling one’s own life is important throughout the aging
process as people strive toward independence and positive personal, educational, and career
outcomes. As youth move towards adulthood, it is important for them to be as involved as possible
in decisions that affect them, especially when they reach age of majority. Supported decision-
making is a process of engaging with youth to make decisions that embodies the person-centered
principles of self-determination. When utilizing supported decision-making, a trusted family
member or friend provides different levels of support with decisions rather than a guardian having
full control (Kohn & Blumenthal, 2014). Supported decision-making presumes that all individuals
have both the capacity and the right to make decisions and to be actively involved in all decision-
making processes about their lives (United Nations, 2006).

WHAT THE RESEARCH TELLS US

All people have the right to be respected and listened to (Tracy, 2015). In some situations,
guardianship may be necessary if a person does not have capacity to make decisions in a certain
area, or if he or she may never have capacity (Traynham & Yarbrough, 2013). However, just
because a person has a disability does not mean that he or she doesn’t have the ability to make
decisions (Traynham & Yarbrough, 2013).

Guardianship takes away a person’s rights, carries great stigma, and is expensive (Traynham &
Yarbrough, 2013). Thus, it is worthwhile to consider how supported decision-making reinforces
alternatives to guardianship that are less restrictive and can provide room for more agency and
autonomy (Kohn & Blumenthal, 2014). While parents usually have the best interests of their
children at heart, their desires may not always be in line with those of the individual. Additionally,
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as youth with disabilities age into later stages of adulthood, parents pass away. This makes it
absolutely necessary for individuals with disabilities to have appropriate supports in place and
ample practice leading their own lives to the highest degree possible.

IMPLICATIONS FOR FAMILIES AND PRACTITIONERS

The best place to start is with the individual at the center of any decision-making process.
Respecting that the person has as much control and autonomy as possible fosters self-
determination, leading to better outcomes in all areas of adult life. It is important for those
involved in supporting decision-making to be totally trustworthy and to have the best interests of
the individual in mind at all times. Some specific, less restrictive alternatives to guardianship can
include:

Advance Medical Directive
The individual selects someone to make healthcare decisions for him when he is not able to make
them on his own.

Caregivers
Trusted friends and family who are heavily involved in a person’s life, caregivers help to make
decisions when needed but are not appointed by a court.

Power-of-Attorney

This allows one person to make decisions for another in different situations. A limited power of
attorney gives authority to perform a specific action, while general power of attorney gives the
person authority to perform any action for the other.

Representative Payee
An individual is appointed by an agency such as Social Security Administration to take care of
someone else’s money.

(VDA, 2007)

When supporting a young person with a disability as he or she makes decisions, families and
educators should learn all about the individual’s likes, dislikes, support needs, and communication
abilities (Tracy, 2015). It is helpful to take a genuine interest in the individual as a complex and
multifaceted person, and to pay attention to what he or she truly wants, needs, and desires.
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CONCLUSIONS

Currently, empirical data on supported decision-making is limited, indicating a need for continued
examination of this process as a best practice (Kohn & Blumenthal, 2014). However, given the
restrictive nature and ethical concerns associated with guardianship, supported decision-making is
internationally recognized as a favorable alternative. Supported decision-making can take different
specific forms, but the unifying principle is that all people have the right to control their own lives
and the role of families and friends is to support the individual’s choices.

Supported decision-making presumes that everyone has the capacity to make decisions, regardless
of cognitive, communicative, or physical ability. Important decisions can be made by the individual
alone or as a supportive unit, with the young person who is affected at the wheel.
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