
What is supported decision-making?
Supported decision-making is based in California law and 
enables people with disabilities to choose supporters—
such as family members, trusted advisors, friends, 
and professionals—to help them make choices to the 
maximum of their unique abilities. The supporters agree to 
help the person with a disability understand, consider, and 
communicate decisions, thereby giving them the tools to 
make informed choices.

Supported decision-making is what everyone does every 
day. When we are not sure what to do or how to do it, we 
seek help from others. People with disabilities can and 
should have the same flexibility to ask for advice and get 
support on making decisions.

Why is supported decision-making 
better than conservatorship?
Conservatorship is often presented as the only option 
to protect people with disabilities. But the reality is that 
conservatorship strips them of their civil rights and too 
often makes them less safe. They may face problems 
with the court, high costs, and even the possibility that 
conservatorship will be taken away from their family 
member for no valid reason. Many individuals with 
disabilities suffer from abuse by public guardians who do 
not have their best interest in mind.

In contrast, SDM offers protection to people with 
disabilities by allowing the people they trust to remain 
involved in their lives—without involvement from a court 
system that can be abused. Moreover, SDM allows 
supporters to guide, teach, and empower people with 
disabilities in their choice making and self-determination, 
which has been linked to better outcomes. Since SDM is 
flexible, it can change over time alongside the changing 
abilities and needs of an individual—without any additional 
hassle or paperwork.

SDM is also beneficial for the people that serve those with 
disabilities. A conservatorship can stigmatize an individual 
with a disability and leads providers and educators to 

ignore their wishes. Conversely, SDM requires educators, 
doctors, and providers to offer choices directly to the 
person with a disability, who can then use supporters 
to help them. SDM can change a provider’s perspective 
about the person they serve, illuminating capabilities they 
didn’t believe existed. And including supporters can help 
service providers understand valuable information about 
the person with a disability and their daily life that may 
otherwise be overlooked.

SDM can be practiced without the need for legal 
documents. If more formal accommodations are required, a 
person with a disability can sign an official document called 
a Supported Decision-Making Agreement, which lists their 
supporters and how they are helping. This agreement can 
then be attached to legal binding documents, such as IEPs, 
IPPs, and Durable Powers of Attorney.

How can I practice and promote 
supported decision-making?

•	 Don’t push conservatorship on parents of teenagers 
with disabilities; provide information about SDM

•	 Presume competence and encourage the person  
with a disability to practice choice-making from the 
earliest age

•	 Offer extra time to discuss choices and use plain 
language, visual material, and role play

•	 Allow supporters to attend appointments and 
meetings

For more information on SDM,  
visit disabilityvoicesunited.org  
or contact info@dvunited.org.
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