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The Continuum of Decision-Making Supports 

and Protections for a Young Adult 

Caroline Nelson, Parent 

Even young adults on a typical developmental path don’t immediately begin making every decision, and 

assuming every responsibility, the day after they turn 18.  There are a variety of supports for decision-

making, both formal and informal, that parents of all young adults can consider, regardless of the young 

person’s disability or level of independence. Decision making supports can apply to medical, financial, 

educational and personal decisions.   

There are four main factors to consider in order to make a meaningful support plan for your individual 

young adult with his or her own unique needs.  The factors are:  autonomy, responsibility for 

consequences, capacity and protection. 

Think about your individual young person.  How much decision-making autonomy does he want and 

need?  How capable is he of predicting and taking responsibility for the consequences of his decisions?  

To what degree does he have, or lack, capacity for meaningful decision-making OR understanding the 

consequences of his decisions?  Does he need protection?   

There are a variety of decision-making supports and tools to choose from, depending on the unique 

answers to these questions.  These supports fall into four categories:   

1.  Autonomous decision-making 
2. Joint decision-making 
3. Decision-making on behalf of the student 
4. Guardianship 

  

Autonomous Decision Making 

For a young adult with the most decision-making capacity and ability to handle the responsibilities and 

consequences that come with autonomy, parents may choose to put nothing formal in place, relying 

instead on parental leverage, or “power of the purse.”  An example of this would be when the parent 

sets a boundary around paying college tuition or providing a car if their child chooses (or doesn't 

choose) a given course of action.   
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Joint Decision-Making 

For a young person who might benefit from help understanding decisions, interacting with 

professionals, and communicating his wishes, but who ultimately has the capacity to make the final 

decision, a Supported Decision-Making Agreement or Power of Attorney might be appropriate.  Both 

mechanisms assume capacity on the part of the student (including capacity to revoke the agreement or 

decide contrary to his parents’ wishes).  These tools are permission-oriented.  In other words, the young 

person gives the parent (or supporter) permission to assist with decision-making, but does not give away 

the final decision.  A joint bank account serves the same function in that it allows independent decision-

making by the young adult, but with the support or monitoring by the parent or joint account holder.  

Decision-Making on behalf of the student 

As we think more about the young person’s capacity to make sound decisions or to deal with 

consequences, parents may consider mechanisms that do not allow their adult child access to certain 

types of decisions, in particular, financial decisions..  Examples of these mechanisms could include 

becoming, or naming, a Representative Payee for social security benefits, or putting assets in trust with 

a trustee as decision-maker on behalf of the young person as beneficiary.   

 

The final category, Guardianship, contemplates a young person who lacks capacity to make meaningful 

decisions about his adult needs and responsibilities.  Unlike the other types of decision-making support, 

a guardianship removes the adult rights from the pserson, and vests them in the guardian.  A person 

under a guardianship (a “ward”) functions as a decision-maker the way a minor (under 18 year-old) 

does:  he does not have the final word on whether he can marry, vote, enter into contracts, or make 

medical, financial or educational  decisions. A young person under a guardianship is also the most 

protected from the consequences of decisions he may attempt to make independently.  

Each of these levels of support and protection can be changed, as a young adult continues to mature.  

The most important thing is to consider your student’s unique decision-making and support needs as he 

presents today.  There is no one right answer.   

 


