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standpoints that can and should be engaged in delib-
erations about their care.

FUNDING

WC’s contribution to this work was supported by the
National Institute of Mental Health [R01MH126997].

ORCID

Winston Chiong http://orcid.org/0000-0001-9188-1920

REFERENCES

Barry, M. J., and S. Edgman-Levitan. 2012. Shared decision
making-pinnacle of patient-centered care. The New
England Journal of Medicine 366 (9):780–81. doi: 10.1056/
NEJMp1109283.

Dworkin, R. 1993. Life’s dominion. New York: Alfred A.
Knopf.

Jaworska, A. 1999. Respecting the margins of agency:
Alzheimer’s patients and the capacity to value. Philosophy

and Public Affairs 28 (2):105–38. doi: 10.1111/j.1088-
4963.1999.00105.x.

Peterson, A., J. Karlawish, and E. Largent, 2021. Supported
decision making with people at the margins of autonomy.
The american journal of bioethics 21 (11):4–18. doi:10.
1080/15265161.2020.1863507.

Seidman, J. 2009. Valuing and caring. Theoria 75 (4):
272–303. doi: 10.1111/j.1755-2567.2009.01049.x.

Silvers, A., and L. P. Francis. 2009. Thinking about the
good: Reconfiguring liberal metaphysics (or not) for peo-
ple with cognitive disabilities. Metaphilosophy 40 (3–4):
475–98.

Sudore, R. L., H. D. Lum, J. J. You, L. C. Hanson, D. E.
Meier, S. Z. Pantilat, D. D. Matlock, J. A. C. Rietjens, I. J.
Korfage, C. S. Ritchie, et al. 2017. Defining advance care
planning for adults: A consensus definition from a multi-
disciplinary Delphi panel. Journal of Pain and Symptom
Management 53 (5):821–32. doi: 10.1016/j.jpainsymman.
2016.12.331.

Watson, G. 1975. Free agency. The Journal of Philosophy 72
(8):205–20. doi: 10.2307/2024703.

THE AMERICAN JOURNAL OF BIOETHICS
2021, VOL. 21, NO. 11, 21–24
https://doi.org/10.1080/15265161.2021.1980134

OPEN PEER COMMENTARIES

Evaluating Tradeoffs between Autonomy and Wellbeing in Supported
Decision Making

Walter Veita,b , Brian D. Earpc,d , Heather Browningb , and Julian Savulescuc

aUniversity of Sydney; bLondon School of Economics; cUniversity of Oxford; dYale University

A core challenge for contemporary bioethics is how to
address the tension between respecting an individual’s
autonomy and promoting their wellbeing when these
ideals seem to come into conflict (Notini et al. 2020).
This tension is often reflected in discussions of the eth-
ical status of guardianship and other surrogate deci-
sion-making regimes for individuals with different
kinds or degrees of cognitive ability and (hence) deci-
sion-making capacity (Earp and Grunt-Mejer 2021),
specifically when these capacities are regarded as dimin-
ished or impaired along certain dimensions (or with
respect to certain domains). The notion or practice of
guardianship, wherein a guardian is legally appointed

to make decisions on behalf of someone with different/
diminished capacities, has been particularly controver-
sial. For example, many people see guardianship as
unjust, taking too much decisional authority away from
the person under the guardian’s care (often due to prej-
udiced attitudes, as when people with certain disabilities
are wrongly assumed to lack decision-making capacity);
and as too rigid, for example, in making a blanket judg-
ment about someone’s (lack of) capacity, thereby pre-
venting them from making decisions even in areas
where they have the requisite abilities (Glen 2015).

It is against this backdrop that Peterson, Karlawish,
and Largent (2021) offer a useful philosophical
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framework for the notion of “supported decision-
making” as a compelling alternative for individuals
with “dynamic impairments” (i.e. non-static or
domain-variant perceived impairments in decision-
making capacity). In a similar spirit, we have previ-
ously argued that bioethics would benefit from a more
case-sensitive rather than a “one-size-fits-all” approach
when it comes to issues of cognitive diversity
(Chapman and Veit 2020; Veit et al. 2020). We there-
fore agree with most of the authors’ defence of sup-
ported decision-making, as this approach allows for
case- and context-sensitivity. We also agree with the
authors that the categorical condemnation of guardi-
anships or similar arrangements is not justified, as
this precludes such sensitivity. For instance, as the
authors note, if a patient is in a permanent unaware/
unresponsive state—i.e. with no current or foreseeable
decision-making capacity or ability to exercise auton-
omy—then a guardianship-like regime may be the
most appropriate means of promoting this person’s
interests. A similar point can be made in relation to
debates about intended human enhancement of
embryos and children. Although some critics claim
that such interventions violate the autonomy of the
enhanced person, proponents may argue that respect
for autonomy and consent do not apply in certain
cases, for example, when dealing with embryos (Veit
2018); alternatively, they may argue that interventions
to enhance the (future) autonomy of a currently pre-
autonomous (or partially autonomous) being can be
justified on an enhancement framework without fall-
ing prey to such objections (Earp 2019, Maslen
et al. 2014).

An issue the authors raise, but do not discuss in
detail, is the question of potential tradeoffs between
respect for autonomy (commensurate with the kind or
degree of autonomy the agent has, either alone or as
part of a supported decision-making unit) and the
need to protect those who may not act in their own
best interest due to compromised decision-making
capacity. What should be done in cases where an
agent’s decisions (i) seem not to reflect what is in
their best interest and (ii) could be improved upon
(in the sense of better promoting their wellbeing)
through an intervention that restricts their autonomy
(or exercise thereof)? These conflicts and tradeoffs
need to be made more explicit if we are to determine
which surrogate decision-making regimes are best for
different cases.

One point needs to be made right away. In general,
respecting a person’s autonomy does not entail a con-
flict or tradeoff with promoting their wellbeing.

Instead, on various theories of human wellbeing, the
very ability to make decisions about one’s own life
without undue interference from others is a major
component of, or at least contributor to, wellbeing.
Thus, even if respecting someone’s apparently mis-
guided decision (after all appropriate efforts to dis-
suade the person have failed) seems likely to bring
adverse consequences for the decider in a specific
domain, it will often still be the case that they should
be left to make the putatively “bad” decision: not only
out of respect for their autonomy, but also on
grounds of their overall well-being (for example, so
that they can learn from their mistakes or otherwise
develop their decision-making capacities over the long
run). Importantly, this argument does not just apply
to those people deemed “fully” autonomous with
respect to some relevant standard, such as a mature,
neurotypical adult of sound mind; it also applies to
those with “developing” autonomy, such as children,
whose very ability to become “fully” autonomous will
often require that their (primarily self-affecting) deci-
sions be respected even when a different decision
would be more prudent.

A similar lesson may apply to those with cognitive
impairments, at least in certain cases. Specifically,
when considering how to evaluate the decisions of
someone “on the margins of autonomy” (Peterson,
Karlawish, and Largent 2021), it is important not sim-
ply to assume that there is, in fact, a conflict between
respecting their autonomy (again, commensurate with
the kind or degree of autonomy they have) and pro-
moting their wellbeing. In some cases, we suggest,
allowing someone to make an apparently “bad” deci-
sion (i.e. one that is not in their immediate best inter-
ests) will be justified both as a matter of respect for
them as a person and as something that is compatible
with, and may even promote, their overall wellbeing.
By the same token, overriding someone’s decision(s)
out of a concern for their best interests can some-
times, ironically, reduce their overall wellbeing, in
part by undermining whatever autonomy they have.

That being said, there will undoubtedly be cases in
a which a person’s decision-making capacity (with
respect to some domain or issue) is genuinely
impaired, and where respecting their decision out of a
concern for their—diminished—autonomy will in fact
come at cost to their overall wellbeing, possibly to
such an extent that the decision cannot in good con-
science be allowed to stand (e.g. allowing a “punch-
drunk” boxer to fight; Veit & Browning forthcoming).
Of course, whether a situation falls under this descrip-
tion will often be a difficult judgment call, and we
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can’t hope to offer a general account of how to adju-
dicate such matters here. Instead, we simply want to
flag two factors that should feed into such delibera-
tions: (i) the need for case-sensitivity, with respect to
which any genuine tradeoffs between autonomy and
wellbeing are made explicit, and (ii) the need to treat
autonomy in a gradualist, rather than binary manner
that reflects the cognitive diversity of actual agents.
This is not to say that case-sensitivity will eliminate
all disagreement, but that we will at least have a better
understanding of what is at stake in particular situa-
tions when trying to find the best compromises
between different desiderata.

Describing these tradeoffs will in part require a
clearer understanding of the reasons for giving weight
to autonomy in the first place. Autonomy is typically
taken to be valuable for a number of reasons, some of
which plausibly reduce to its instrumental value in
promoting wellbeing, but some of which do not. For
example, autonomy can be valuable because it allows
an agent to choose the ends which they recognize to
be best for themselves1 (including ends other than
happiness or wellbeing); and it may be objectively
valuable or valuable in itself.

A potential constraint on the value of autonomy,
however, is that should incline the decider toward
choices that are, not random or whimsical, but rather,
well-informed and rationally derived. According to
this perspective, the value of autonomy declines as an
agent becomes more cognitively impaired such that
(i.e. as a result of the impairment) their ability to
identify and choose those ends that really are best for
them—even by their own lights—likewise declines. In
such a scenario, the principle of beneficence may
come to supersede autonomy in determining what is
in a person’s best interest. It may also allow for an
agent’s choices to be overridden in some cases without
thereby treating the agent as mere means.

In any event, taking a case-sensitive approach
requires that we cannot treat autonomy as equally
relevant (or valuable) in all cases. Although this may
seem evident in some circumstances, such as when
considering the interests of comatose patients, auton-
omy is still often treated as a property that agents
either have or lack, rather than something that comes
in degrees (or as something which different agents
may reasonably value to a greater or lesser extent).

This seems to us to be a mistake. In the complete
absence of decision-making capacity we must rely on
considerations of wellbeing (or where possible, substi-
tuted judgment), but once there is some degree of
autonomy this should be recognized and perhaps fur-
ther enhanced, along the lines suggested by Peterson,
Karlawish, and Largent (2021) in their proposal
regarding supported decision-making.

It is also critical to keep in mind that an agent may
continue to value their own (even diminished) auton-
omy, even if this makes their life harder and decreases
their quality of life. Accordingly, we may require
methods of measuring an agent’s autonomy and how
much they value it in order to clarify the tradeoffs
between autonomy and wellbeing where applicable
and to help us determine which surrogate decision-
making procedures are likely to be most appropriate.
Autonomy may not be valued equally by all agents;
and the degree to which one values it may also not
covary precisely with one’s capacity to exercise it. It is
thus important to establish not only how much auton-
omy an agent with decision-making impairments has
(or will have in the context of adequate support), but
also how much they value their continued ability for
self-determination.2

In the end, we believe we can advance the goals of
supported decision-making by calling for a more plural-
istic approach that recognizes the cognitive diversity of
actual humans, while also emphasizing the need to make
more explicit the process by which weights are assigned
(ideally on a case-by-case basis) to considerations of
autonomy and wellbeing insofar as these conflict.
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Peterson, Karlawish and Largent (2021) offer a
defense of supported decision making in health care
for people with dynamic and diminishing capacity.
They are to be warmly commended for bringing sup-
ported decision making to the fore, and their discus-
sion has many strengths. First and foremost, they call
attention to the many flaws with reliance on surrogate
decision makers in health care. Surrogates, from
guardians to holders of powers of attorney, may lack
nuance and the ability to adjust to changed circum-
stances, diminish the perceived self-worth of people
who no longer are regarded as capable of making
decisions, and result in unacceptable levels of pater-
nalism. Second, their discussion recognizes that sup-
ported decision making is not an informal
arrangement. Rather, it is a process that gives formal

legal recognition to the involvement of others as
assistive devices in decision making. (Not incidentally,
all but one of the state statutes that formally recognize
these agreements also gives health care providers
immunity from liability or professional discipline for
good faith reliance on a support agreement not known
to be invalid.) Third, their discussion relies on insights
from the social model of disability and understandings
of autonomy as relational. Finally, they recognize
many of the serious challenges to supportive decision-
making, including whether persons have sufficient
capacity to enter support agreements, whether support
arrangements might lead to abuse and exploitation,
how the U.S. might transition to supported decision
making, how supported decision making comports
with informed consent, and whether there is evidence
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