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Impacts of Self-Determination on Health
§ There are a growing number of studies highlighting how much self-determination 

increases an individual’s biopsychosocial health (short-term and long-term).
§ In one study of 145 young adults with disabilities, they were evaluated to measure 

self-determination and quality of life after one year. Results found positive 
correlations between self-determination and quality of life and that self-
determination has an immediate and long-lasting impact on quality of life (Chao, 
2017).

§ Another longitudinal study examined the relationship between self-determination 
and quality of life for 34 youth or young adults with disabilities. Those with high 
levels of self-determination reported higher perceptions of satisfaction with both 
personal development and personal fulfillment over time (McDougall et al., 2010).

§ A meta-analysis of research of the topic references several studies of around 5,000 
individuals with intellectual disabilities, and found correlations with increasing levels 
of self-determination and increasing levels of life satisfaction/quality of life 
(Wehmeyer, 2020).



Decision-Making Protective Arrangement Impacts on Self-Determination
• One study found that those with severe mental illnesses who were appointed a guardian to make 

decisions for them (often referred to as a “substitute decision maker,” experienced negative impacts 
on relationships, increased experiences of stigmatization, and had strong desires to restore their 
decision-making rights (Law et al., 2023).

• Nationally, there are many states asking to prioritize less restrictive alternatives to guardianship to be 
“tried and exhausted” before implementing guardianship (Shotwell, 2022). In Washington State, the 
Revised Code of Washington states that a guardian should only be appointed after less restrictive 
alternatives have been thoroughly tried (RCW 11.130.265).

Going from Less to More Restrictive 



Considering Less Restrictive Alternatives to Guardianship
• Guidance from American Bar Association’s PRACTICAL decision-making tool, suggests:

•  Start with a presumption that guardianship is not needed and to consider least restrictive 
decision-making arrangements first. 

• The most current decision-making protective arrangements in Washington State include 
statutes that need to be met:

Note: additional alternatives such as a Trusts, Directives, etc., can be found at: NAMI website.

https://www.americanbar.org/content/dam/aba/administrative/law_aging/PRACTICALTool.pdf
https://namiswwa.org/resources/alternatives-to-guardianship/


How this Applies to the Population
• In Washington State, there are a significant amount of youth with disabilities in foster care with DCYF 

who transition to in-home or out of home adult services with the Developmental Disabilities 
Administration (DDA). 

• As of 2022, there were 48,358 DDA clients, 11,641 of those clients had been assigned a guardian, 
7,410 had a parent as guardian, 2,323 had another family member as guardian, and 1,918 had someone 
who wasn’t a family member as guardian (Developmental Disabilities Administration, 2022). 

• In this same DDA report to the legislature, it was reported that there are still many unmet decision-
making needs for DDA clients in facilities. It was recommended that guardianship options be simplified, 
and other less restrictive arrangements utilized more. 

• In DCYF’s 2023 report on Extended Foster Care and guardianships for Children and Youth in Out-of-
Home Care, there were 777 young adults exiting extended foster care in 2022, and 7.3% of children and 
youth exited out-of-home care, into guardianship. (Department of Children Youth & Families, 2022). 

• Youth aging out of foster care experience an increased risk for homelessness, young parenthood, low 
educational attainment, high unemployment rates, and abuse (Rosenberg & Abbott, 2019). This is 
regardless of disability, so when a youth is experiencing both, it is easy to see that putting a guardian in 
place is likely done with the best intentions.



Barriers to Less Restrictive Alternatives
• Lack of education/direction on less restrictive protective arrangements, and recommendation that all 

professionals working with disabled clients receive education on impacts of guardianship (Costanzo, 2022). 
• Supporters rarely explain the potential consequences of guardianship or provide information on less 

restrictive alternatives. A study found that of all options, guardianship is consistently & frequently discussed, 
& less restrictive alternatives were rarely discussed. SDM was the least discussed (Jameson et al., 2015).

• Study examining perspective of 117 school professionals working with special education students. Results 
found incongruency between professional’s values on decision making and the reality of practice. Despite 
valuing the importance of less restrictive alternatives to guardianship, less than half reported having 
received training in the last 3 years on self-determination or alternatives to guardianship (Plotner, 2022).

• Society generally values safety over choice & neurotypical decision making, which, helps to create a “deep-
rooted paternalistic culture,” in America, which makes it difficult for many to embrace SDM (Zhang, 2019). 

• Lack of social worker involvement in supporting with decision-making arrangements, due to legal nature. 
• Lack of DCYF policy to explore less restrictive options. Social workers entrenched in a “paternalistic” culture 

and already familiar with status quo (guardianship). A current lack of clear directions on less restrictive 
options, and many being unaware of SDM, due to how new this alternative is.

• Concerns for potential abuse and exploitation using SDM. In response to this concern 
• A study on a SDM pilot program in New York concluded that client’s using SDM had more safe people 

in their life as supports and reduced the risk of abuse and exploitation (Hamilton, 2023 & Pell, 2019). 
• Conceptually, if SDM is constructed well, it would create more “checks and balances.” (Kohn et al., 2012).



My Proposed Intervention: 

The Supported Decision-Making Toolkit
• Purpose:  

• To increase education and contentiousness on the importance of self-determination and 

less restrictive alternatives to guardianship.

• Additional information will be provided on SDM, as it is a newer alternative.

• Provide resources & tools to assess decision-making support needs (emphasizing client 

input) & matching to the most appropriate decision-making arrangement(s). 

• As a tool to involve other social workers supporting the client (WISe, school, etc).

• As a tool to inform AAG or attorney (if needed), to better assess the most appropriate 

arrangement.

• To utilize decision making arrangements in a way that should maximize self-determination, 

while still meeting health and safety concerns. 



Page 1 Page 2 Page 3



Page 4



Page 5 Page 6



Page 7 Page 12



Page 8

Page 11

Page 10

Page 9



Conclusion and Potential for Project
Ethics of social work dictate that social workers (including school social workers) balance between 
acting on behalf of vulnerable people (safety) and supporting self-determination (choice). Social 
workers should be more involved in helping transition-age students with disabilities find protective 
arrangements that promote self-determination as much as possible (Smith-Hill, 2023). 

Social workers play critical roles in supporting clients with decision-making arrangement and need to 
feel confident providing information/resources without crossing any legal boundaries. 

Increasing awareness and utilization of less restrictive alternatives, could lead to snowball effect of 
competency and utilization of less restrictive alternatives. It is my hope that in turn, could lead to DCYF 
policy changes on adult guardianship, to prioritizing less restrictive alternatives, that could further 
enhance use not just at DCYF, but collaborating organizations.

This toolbox should help social workers make that balance of maximizing self-determination, while 
meeting health and safety concerns, and should in turn, help this vulnerable population with 
smoother transitions to adulthood, and to increase the quality of their life.

*This presentation is provided for informational purposes only, and is not intended as legal advice*



Supportive Resource Links for Less Restrictive Alternatives
• Center for Transition to Adult Health Care for Youth with Disabilities
• The Arc Flyer on Decision Making Supports (also contact: futureplanning@thearc.org)
• SDM in WA | Informing Families
• Washington | National Resource Center (supporteddecisionmaking)
• Client Stories Utilizing SDM
• Parent & Teacher Tips Sheet on Decision Making
• PAVE: Supported Decision Making
• Office of Public Guardianship
• Alternatives to Guardianship – NAMI Southwest Washington (namiswwa.org)
• Northwest Justice Project Guide to SDM
• Another SDM Agreement Sample Template (NW Justice Project)
• Supported Decision Making in WA State | Informing Families
• Washington | National Resource Center (supporteddecisionmaking.org)
• Client Stories Utilizing SDM
• SDM Personal Experience Video on Vimeo 

https://movingtoadulthealthcare.org/about-us/
mailto:The%20Arc%20Flyer%20on%20Decision%20Making%20Supports
mailto:futureplanning@thearc.org
https://informingfamilies.org/topic/sdm/
https://supporteddecisionmaking.org/in-your-state/washington/
https://supporteddecisions.org/stories-of-supported-decision-making/
https://gator.communityinclusion.org/uploads/GATOR_tip-sheet-final.pdf
https://wapave.org/supported-decision-making-is-an-option-for-adults-with-disabilities/
https://www.courts.wa.gov/guardianportal/index.cfm?fa=guardianportal.opg
https://namiswwa.org/resources/alternatives-to-guardianship/
https://www.washingtonlawhelp.org/files/C9D2EA3F-0350-D9AF-ACAE-BF37E9BC9FFA/attachments/8AB44C64-0530-4D1B-A84D-B98EC782E647/3306en_alternatives-to-guardianship-supported-decision-making-agreements.pdf
https://www.washingtonlawhelp.org/files/C9D2EA3F-0350-D9AF-ACAE-BF37E9BC9FFA/attachments/961889FD-684C-444C-9391-7F48060A72D8/3306en_sample-sda-form.pdf
https://informingfamilies.org/topic/sdm/
https://supporteddecisionmaking.org/in-your-state/washington/
https://supporteddecisions.org/stories-of-supported-decision-making/
https://vimeo.com/869840623
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Thank you! For additional information, please contact 
Johnny Hanson at: John.Hanson@dcyf.wa.gov
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