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Ethical Challenges Around Substitute Decision Making in Clinical
Practice
Dr. Janneke Gradstein, MD, Medical Site Lead Cumberland Regional Health Care Center,

Associate Professor at Department of Family Medicine Dalhousie University, Nova
Scotia.

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 substitute decision making in health
care?

Dr. Gradstein talks about biases as a challenge in substitute decision making. She suggests ways of
framing questions to substitute decision makers that put the patient’s values in focus.

o Can you think of other strategies health care providers can use to support decision making
based on the patient’s values and to avoid situations where decisions may be driven by the
substitute decision maker (SDM)’s values or wishes rather than those of the patient?

Sometimes patients make health care decisions for themselves that health care providers disagree
with. This may also be the case in substitute decision making.

o From a health care provider’s perspective, do you think it makes a difference to how you
would react if the challenging decision is made by an SDM? Why/why not?

What would you do if an SDM was not acting in what you understand as your patient’s best
interest?

Challenges related to substitute decision making in health care often arise due to disagreement
between family members and the SDM around values relevant to health care decisions for the
patient.

o Discuss different approaches that a health care team can take to navigate such situations
with the SDM and family.

o When might you contact ethics support for an ethics consultation?

Dr. Gradstein talks about fluctuating capacity as being a particular challenge.
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o What can health care providers, substitute decisions makers and patients do to prepare for
such situations?
e Based on your experience, what are some of the ways that health care providers can support
SDMis in their role?
e People sometimes change their minds. What a patient once said about what they would or
wouldn’t want may not apply in a new context.
o How would you address this uncertainty as a health care provider and/or as an SDM?
e Discuss how personal directives and other forms of advance care planning may help the substitute
decision making process.
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[This brochure specific to the Nova Scotia Personal Directives Act, but also relevant for SDMs who are the
highest on the statutory list]
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