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Ethical Challenges in Substitute Decision Making 
Gail MacDougall, Family Member, Retired Social Worker, Chair of the Organizational 
Ethics and Policy Review Committee, Central Zone, Ethics Nova Scotia Health. 
 
The following discussion questions are provided as an additional educational tool to accompany this fireside 
chat video. Please feel free to select the questions that are most relevant to your committee or group, revise 
and adapt them as needed, etc. As always, we welcome feedback on this or any other NSHEN resource.   
 
Questions: 

• In your opinion, what is the biggest challenge associated with being a substitute decision maker (SDM)?  
• Gail highlights the importance of establishing a good working relationship around decision making for 

patients who can’t make health decisions for themselves.  
o What are some of the things that SDMs and health care team members can do to promote 

communication and a good working relationship around the goals of care for the patient?  
• Gail talks about the importance of having support among other family members when acting as an 

SDM.  
o Who else might provide support for people in the SDM role? 

• Substitute decision-making should reflect the patient’s wishes and values.  
o What do SDMs do if the patient’s wishes are not known? 
o Can you give some examples of what it means to make decisions based on someone’s values? 
o How can families and health care teams ensure that the decisions that are made for the patient 

reflect the patient’s best interest if the patient’s wishes and values about the decision are 
unknown? 

• What can SDMs do to prevent their own values and beliefs about health care from influencing the 
decisions they are making for someone else? 

• What can the health care system and health care teams do to better support people in the role of SDM?  
• People sometimes change their minds. What a patient once said they about what they would or 

wouldn’t want may not apply in a new situation.  
o If you were to make health care decisions for someone else, how would you address this 

uncertainty? 
• How can personal directives help the substitute decision making process? 
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Some articles require access with an institutional login. If you need assistance in accessing an article please email NSHEN 
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