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HOW TO CHOOSE THE RIGHT
SUBSTITUTE DECISION MAKER
Introduction 

Province Advance Care Planning Document Legal Term for Designated SDM

British Columbia RepresentativeStandard Representation Agreement (Sect 7)
Enhanced Representation Agreement (Sect 9)

Alberta Personal Directive Agent

Saskatchewan Health Care Directive Proxy

Manitoba Health Care Directive Proxy

Ontario Power of Attorney for Personal Care Attorney for Care

Quebec Protection Mandate Mandatary

New Brunswick Power of Attorney for Personal Care Donee/Attorney

Prince Edward Island Healthcare Directive Proxy

Nova Scotia Personal Directive Substitute Decision Maker

Newfoundland and Labrador Advance Health Care Directive Substitute Decision Maker 

Yukon Advance Directive Proxy

Northwest Territories Personal Directive Agent

Nunavut None None

This Guide will walk you through:
• The responsibilities of the SDM
• Who should be your SDM
• How to talk about it 
• Making it official  
• Ongoing updates 

Your Substitute Decision Maker (SDM) would be 
the one responsible for making personal and 
healthcare decisions on your behalf if you 
were experiencing serious illness. 

Serious Illness is a medical condition where 
you are so sick that you are unable to think 
or speak for yourself, such as a coma, or had 
a breathing tube. With serious illness, there 
is a probability you can die but there is also a 
probability you can recover.

Sometimes this person is referred to as a proxy, 
agent, or power of attorney for care. See the 
chart below for the legal term in each province:
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Choosing the right SDM is important for 
ensuring you get the right care when you need 
it. This person will speak on your behalf and 
advocate for the care you would want when 
you cannot advocate for yourself. 

Your SDM will be given the authority to make 
decisions for you when you are declared 
incapacitated. They will make decisions 
regarding your medical care including any 
tests, procedures and/or treatments that you 
receive. Your SDM will also be responsible for 
your personal care - where you live, what you 
eat, who visits you, etc. while incapacitated. 

Your SDM should be someone who can 
communicate clearly with others including the 
health care team and is willing to make difficult 
decisions for you during a stressful time, even 
if it is not something that they would want for 
themselves. 

A good SDM will be able to make difficult 
decisions that follow your wishes, even if their 
own wishes are different from yours. They 
would also have a thorough understanding of 
what your values and preferences are, and what 
treatments would align with what you want. 

Your SDM will be faced with difficult decisions 
in an evolving situation. That person will need to 
be capable of making decisions quickly as the 
situation evolves and new information becomes 
available. They will also need to be assertive 
enough to ask questions when they need to, 
to make sure they understand the medical 
situation you are in. 

Choose someone who will be able to advocate 
for your wishes, even if the medical team or 
family members disagree. But, they should also 
be open-minded enough to make a shared 
decision between the stakeholders, to ensure 
you get the care that is best for you. 

The responsibilities of the Substitute Decision Maker 



4

When choosing your SDM, keep in mind the 
qualities of a good advocate, such as a deep 
understanding of your values and preferences, 
the ability to speak up on your behalf, and the 
ability to make difficult decisions in stressful 
situations. 

In many provinces, you are allowed to choose 
more than one person to be your SDM. 
However, we recommend that you choose just 
one person. That way, you never have to worry 
about your SDMs disagreeing with each other 
and encountering conflict. However, you can 
always choose a primary SDM, and a secondary 
SDM (or even a tertiary selection) in case your 
primary is unavailable. 

Your SDM does not have to be a family member, 
and you shouldn’t just default to your closest 
family member unless you know that they would 
honour your values and preferences when 
making decisions. 

If you do not formally choose an SDM, the 
health care team will naturally work with the 
closest ‘next-of-kin’ that is available or may 
need to work with the Public Guardian’s office 
to have someone appointed. While this process 
varies by province, as an example, the chart 
below highlights the hierarchy used to establish 
an SDM in Ontario: 

Who should be your SDM?
• it’s best to choose a primary and a 

secondary SDM
• don’t default to a family member if 

they won’t represent your wishes
• choose someone who will be a 

good advocate

For more advice for choosing an SDM, see 
our guide: 5 Tips for Choosing a Substitute 
Decision Maker.
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When you choose someone to be your SDM, 
ask them if they are comfortable taking this 
responsibility.

It’s important that they know what their 
responsibilities would be if they chose to take on 
this role. Consider sharing with them this same 
guide for how to be an SDM.

If they agree to be your SDM, make sure they 
have a good understanding of your values 
and preferences. Make sure you sit down with 
them and go through your “Dear SDM Letter” 
from Plan Well Guide. Explain why you set your 
values the way you did, and explain where 
the line is between tolerable conditions, and 
conditions worse than death. When they know 
where you draw the line, they will be able to 
make better decisions for you. 

It is important to understand that your Advance 
Serious Illness Plan is not a final decision. 
Rather, it is a statement of values and 
preferences that should inform a future decision. 
After all, how can you make any decisions 
without knowing what the future holds? Your 
SDM should use the information in your Dear 
SDM letter to inform them of what you value 
so that they can take that into account when 
making shared decisions with your doctor and 
other members of the care team. 

As it’s related to medical decision-making, 
shared decisions, or decisions made in 
collaboration between the patient (or SDM) 
and the medical team, give the best chances 
of patients receiving the right care. Doctors 
bring their medical expertise to the table, while 
patients bring their values and preferences. 
Together, they work towards the best 
solution for the patient’s care by having a 
rich conversation. The patient understands the 
treatment options, the risks and benefits, and 

How to talk about it
the possible outcomes so they can make an 
informed decision. 

Your SDM would be responsible for bringing 
your values to the table and sharing the decision 
with your doctor. That is why it is essential that 
they understand your values and preferences, 
but they also must be able to hear what the 
doctor is saying and make the best decision in 
collaboration with your doctor to get you the 
care that is right for you. 

Lastly, tell the other important people in your life 
who you have selected as your SDM. Give them 
copies of your Dear SDM letters so they also 
understand what is important to you. This will 
allow them to be a united front when it comes to 
your care. 
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You may have heard of Advance Care planning 
documents such as Personal Directives, 
Living Wills, Healthcare Directives of Powers 
of Attorney for Care. Despite the popularity 
of these documents and the direction from 
lawyers to complete them, at Plan Well Guide 
we strongly discourage this practice for the 
following reasons:

• Instructions in these planning documents are 
for end-of-life care, not serious illness

• The instructions in these unrecognized legal 
documents are written in a way that means 
you are making decisions without even 
knowing about the situations to come - you 
are making future decisions without any 
knowledge about what the future holds!

• These decisions are based on certainty, 
not conditions of uncertainty. But serious 
illness (and even the circumstance of death) 
is not certain. It is better to allow for these 
conditions of uncertainty in the planning 
process. 

• There are liability concerns that lawyers are 
engaging in health counselling practices that 
are outside the scope of their expertise.

As life goes on, things change. Relationships 
change, situations change, and as these 
changes happen it is important to think regularly 
about whether your SDM is still the right person. 

It is also important to keep your Advance 
Serious Illness Plan up to date. If you experience 
a significant life event, such as the arrival of a 
baby, the start or end of a marriage, or a new 
decade of life, it is important to update your 
plan. Along with this, you are reconfirming 
that your SDM is the right person and is well 
informed of any changes you make. 

If you ever need to change your SDM for any 
reason, you can. Just follow the same steps as 
above for the new individual, and above all, 
make sure they know and understand your 
values and preferences.

Making it official

Ongoing updates

What should you do instead? If you are working 
with a lawyer, instruct your lawyer to remove all 
‘instructional directives’ and just say:

“My agent or SDM has full authority to make all 
personal and health care decisions on my behalf 
in consultation with my attending physician 
and other health and personal care service 
providers. My agent knows me and my wishes, 
beliefs, and values. I therefore do not wish to 
impose any specific restrictions on my agent’s 
powers to make decisions on my behalf, as I trust 
my agent to make decisions according to my 
agent’s understanding of my beliefs, values and 
preferences as documented on the attached: Dear 
SDM Letter (Dated: Month/Day/Year).”

Make an appointment with your lawyer to draft 
the legal documents to support the naming of 
your SDM and obtain a Will. Bring your Advance 
Serious Illness Plan (Dear SDM Letter) and keep 
it in your file with the other documents. 

Advance Serious 
Illness Plan

Personal 
Directives, 

Living Wills, 

Healthcare 
Directives, 

Powers of 
Attorney for Care, 

Advance Care 
Planning 

documents



For more information, videos and resources to help you make your plan, 
please visit: planwellguide.com
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