
Supported Decision Making  
 

Supported Decision Making (SDM) is a useful process to support people as they make decisions. SDM is 
an interdependent process that recognizes the importance of meaningful, supportive relationships, and 
empowers people to lead their lives with agency while ensuring respect for their rights as Canadian 
citizens.  

SDM is a process of supporting people to make their own decisions and exercising autonomy; everyone 
uses a form of this to guide their choices. This may mean consulting with friends, family, or professionals 
for advice.  SDM is always required when supporting individuals with intellectual disabilities, and is 
intended to be carried out with the least restrictive measures possible. 

Effective SDM requires established relationships between a person and their network of supports, an 
understanding of the underlying principles, and a respectful process for making decisions. SDM should 
be transparent and team-oriented, with individuals and supporters working together to identify the 
wishes and goals of the individual, the best course of action, including what decisions require support, 
the specific roles of each support person, and how differences of opinion will be handled. 

Principles of Supported Decision Making: 

1. Recognize that all humans have an inner drive to choose or determine how they live. 
2. The person making the decision is always at the centre of the decision-making process. 
3. Every person has the right to self-determination (the right to make decisions). 
4. Everyone has a duty to respect the decisions other people make and help them achieve their  

goals 
5. Decision-making is a fundamental human right that is guaranteed in the Canadian Charter of 

Rights and Freedoms and in Canadian and provincial/territorial human rights laws. 
6. A person’s right to make a decision is not limited or removed by disability. 
7. The right to make decisions includes the right to have the support needed to make decisions. 

 

Relationships are Key 

Relationships are the foundation of Supported Decision Making. Established relationships built on trust 
are critical in maintaining an individual’s right to self-determination. Without relationships, supporters 
are unable to fulfill a person’s particular needs; individualized approaches are essential.  Family 
members, friends and community supports should all be included, as guided by the person.  

It is essential for supporters to consider a person’s values, culture, experiences, relationships, abilities, 
and areas required for support. Robust person-centered planning is critical to successful Supported 
Decision Making. Planning sets the context of support, how decisions are made, and how choice and 
opportunity are presented.  Including the person in all aspects of planning their life will help prepare 
them to make important, time-sensitive decisions; SDM should happen at every opportunity. 

It is important to set expectations of how decisions will be made and identify appropriate approaches 
that work best for the person being supported. Supporters must understand the decisions or activities 



the individual is seeking support for in order to understand how to approach the individual about 
making decisions. Supportive approaches may include but are not limited to using plain language and 
open ended questions, streamlining decision making tasks, active listening and reflective listening. 
Supporters must be mindful to give ample time for people to process information. 

The Supported Decision Making Process  

One can engage in Supported Decision Making after they have an understanding of the principles for the 
process and have established a relationship with the individual.  

SDM follows a simple process when helping with any decision, big or small:  

1. Determine what decision needs to be made. What does the person want? Do they require 
support to make a decision, or can they do so independently?  What are their strengths? 

2. Preferred supports who understand what is important, both short term and long term, to an 
individual should be a part of the process. They must commit to working with integrity to 
support the person, with an unbiased approach and mindfulness of the person’s goals and 
wellbeing. 

3. List the possible options; there may be many ways for the individual to achieve what they want.  
Consider the best time to make a decision, how the individual likes to receive information, and 
who else may be enlisted as a support.   

4. Work with the individual to identify any additional information needed to make the decision.  
Map out who makes the final decision and ensure topics and steps to achieve the desired 
outcome are fully explored and a clear understanding is achieved. 

5. Consider the advantages and disadvantages of each option, and outline challenges.  
6. A decision is made, and the team members ensure the person understands the decision.  
7. Check in with the person and  evaluate the outcome. Was the decision satisfactory? Why or why 

not? If new information or aspects of a situation arises, continue the dialogue, as required.   
8. What is the next decision? Begin the process again.  

 
The success of Supported Decision Making is not measured by outcomes; it is measured by how well a 
person is empowered to have choice in their life. 

 

Training Opportunities 

Are you interested in learning more about Supported Decision Making? 

Inclusion Saskatchewan is now offering 7 hour training sessions to agencies and groups who are 
interested in learning more about Supported Decision Making.   

Inclusion Saskatchewan provides training on Supported Decision Making to self-advocates through the 
ICAN program.  Anyone who identifies as having diverse abilities can be a part of ICAN; you can sign up 
for a session to learn about how you can explore your right to make decisions, communicate with your 
team, and work through challenges you may experience. 

For more information, please contact Megan at meganw@inclusionsk.com, or call (306)955-3344. 


