
Supported
decision-making

Supported decision-making is a way to give disabled adults who

struggle to understand and make their own choices autonomy over their

lives. It can be used to make significant decisions like where to live, or

what healthcare options to choose, as well as for smaller decisions like

what to eat for dinner. Supported decision-making breaks choices down

into small chunks of information that the person can understand, and

helps them work through potential consequences.

In some ways, everyone engages in supported decision-making all the

time – we ask friends or family members for advice; look things up

online to help us make decisions; check in with people who’ve made the

decision before, etc. Formal supported decision-making gives disabled

people the same access to informed choice over their lives. 

What is supported decision-making?

Using supported decision-making

Many people who struggle to understand big decisions benefit from

having information broken down into small, simple chunks. This process

can be followed all at once, or with breaks in between to let the person

process what’s happened so far, depending on what works for the

individual. It often helps to provide visual support of some kind – either

written words, visual reminders like images of the options, or a format

like Easy Read that includes both.
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Using supported decision-making
1. Identify the decision that needs to be made.

Supported decision-making is about giving the person control over as

much of their own life as possible; any time there’s a choice to be

made, it should at least be considered.

Once you have identified that there is a decision to be made, think

about the time commitment that you’ll need to implement supported

decision-making. Is this a simple, short-term decision with only a couple

of options and no real consequences (e.g. sandwiches or leftovers for

lunch), or a long-term, complex decision with multiple moving parts

(e.g. where to live when their current facility closes down)? 
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2. Explain the decision in a way the person can
understand.

Think about what communication methods have been most effective

with this person in the past – this could be Easy Read or another visual

format, repeated discussions over multiple days to help the information

stick, or using any other method that the person prefers. 

For big decisions, it can help to ask the person’s friends or peers to

contribute. “Do you want to keep living in a residential facility or try

flatting more independently” is a very big question, and hearing from

others who have tried either option can help to make the options more

concrete. Providing visual information can also help – showing the

person images of what their living situation might look like, for

example, or a visual guide to a medical procedure they need to make a

decision about, can help them conceptualise their options.
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3. Check the person’s understanding.

This will look different depending on the person’s individual abilities. For

someone who can communicate in full sentences (either through speech

or an alternative means of communication), asking them to tell you

everything they know about the decision can be useful to identify gaps

in their knowledge or places where they have misunderstood an aspect

of the decision. For some people, answering yes-or-no questions to

check their understanding might be easier than formulating full

sentences; for others a visual activity like placing pictures of their two

options in two boxes can work better.

If the person is struggling with a particular element of the decision, or

misunderstanding a specific part of it, go back and break that part down

– you may need to provide more information here, ask a friend or peer

to explain it, or provide more visual images. Where possible, visiting a

place involved in the decision or having a go at something can be very

helpful (for example, visiting a peer’s flat to decide whether they might

want to live somewhere similar, or trying out a new work situation

before committing completely).

4. Ask the person for their decision.

You may want to check that they fully understand what they’ve decided,

in whatever way works for them. 

5. Put the decision into practice.

For long-term decisions, check back in with the person at regular

intervals to make sure that things are progressing as they expected,

and that they are still happy with their decision. This is particularly

important if anything significant around the decision changes, or before

a decision becomes irreversible in some way.
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6. Evaluate the process.

How well did the supported decision-making process work this time? Is

there anything you’d do differently next time? Was there anything the

person seemed to particularly struggle to get their head around, and

what helped?

You may want to involve the person in this evaluation process if they

would benefit from it or could contribute their own thoughts; for some

people, however, it can be overwhelming or too difficult to understand. 

For more detailed information, IHC’s guide to supported decision-

making is available here.

https://assets-global.website-files.com/628455c1cd53af649dec6493/63e5b3b5535a984457bb064c_SupportedDecisionMaking.pdf

