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Support Persons in Ontario Hospitals: Practical Guidance for Hospitals
Accessibility in Health Care
[bookmark: _Hlk219224592]Ontario’s health care system serves a diverse range of patients, including many with disabilities who require accommodation to access care. Ensuring that patients who are accompanied by a support person can meaningfully participate in their own care is an important aspect of delivering accessible, patient-centred health services.  
Patients accompanied by a support person frequently experience accessibility barriers throughout their health care journey. Through consultations and research, an independent Health Care Standards Development Committee (Health Care SDC) – established by the Ontario government to develop proposed health care accessibility standards  – found that accessibility gaps commonly arise for these patients during routine interactions, such as admission, treatment planning and discharge.
As part of its work with the hospital sector to advance accessibility in health care settings, the Ministry for Seniors and Accessibility has developed this guidance to provide information to leaders, health providers and staff on how to better integrate support persons as they deliver care.

Support Persons Under the Accessibility for Ontarians with Disabilities Act, 2005 (AODA)
Hospitals and other organizations must allow a person with a disability to be accompanied by their support person when entering the premises and to have access to the support person throughout their care.
Under the AODA, a support person is someone who accompanies a person with a disability to assist with:
· communication
· mobility 
· personal care 
· medical needs
· access to goods, services or facilities.
Support persons are not visitors—they are essential to health care delivery. Their presence may be critical for patient safety, informed consent, and overall quality of care.

Patient Journey: Understanding the Challenges
Although hospitals are committed to ensuring accessibility, the Health Care SDC has found that patients with disabilities who are accompanied by a support person can still encounter barriers at different points in their care journey. These barriers can arise when a support person is restricted or not present:
· During intake and appointment scheduling, where accommodations are not always identified or documented; 
· In communication, where patients may struggle to express symptoms or understand care plans without assistance; and 
· Throughout treatment and discharge planning, where accessibility needs may be addressed inconsistently. 
The scenario below illustrates some of the barriers reported by patients with disabilities who are accompanied by support persons.

Example Scenario of typical barriers to care for people with disabilities: 
Maria, a patient with a cognitive disability, arrives at the hospital for a scheduled procedure with her support person, James. At registration, James is initially told he cannot accompany Maria beyond the waiting area because of visitor restrictions, limiting his ability to support communication and decision-making during care discussions. After Maria and James explain his role as a support person, he is permitted to accompany her beyond the waiting area. Later, during inpatient care, Maria is placed in a shared room with limited space for James. During evening hours, James is asked to leave the hospital due to hospital policy.
Without James present, Maria struggles to understand instructions and communicate symptoms, and participate in treatment decisions or give informed consent. She feels anxious and disoriented during care; and staff spend extra time trying to communicate and accommodate her needs, causing delays and increasing the risk of miscommunication.
Result: Barriers such as separation during care, restricted access during certain hours and limited space, can compromise patient safety, autonomy and overall experience.

Strategies for Integrating Support Persons 
The following are actions hospitals and staff can take to enhance the patient experience in line with AODA requirements. 
	Challenge
	Recommended Action

	Support person restricted by visitor policies
	Exempt support persons from visitor restrictions and ensure policies, procedures and practices allow people with disabilities to access their support person throughout their care

	Separation during inpatient care
	Reconnect patients with their support persons quickly, if separated

	Limited space for support persons in waiting areas
	Provide adequate space and resources for both patient and support person

	Lack of involvement in care planning
	Document the support person’s role in the patient care plan and engage them during triage, inpatient care, and discharge

	Communication barriers
	Include support persons in communication and interpretation, when requested by the patient, subject to patient consent

	Patient accommodation needs are unknown
	Collaborate with support persons to understand, document and meet accommodation needs throughout the patient’s care; be patient and flexible



Why It Matters
· Enabling patients with disabilities to access support persons when entering and on hospital premises when receiving care is required under the AODA.
· It is not only the law, it is the right thing to do—supporting accessibility promotes equity and inclusion.
· Involving support persons improves safety, patient experience, and clarity during admission, treatment planning and discharge.
· Support persons reduce errors and miscommunication during care, assist with navigating hospital processes, and help ensure accommodations are applied consistently across the care journey.

Turning Strategies into Results for Better Patient Care
When hospitals address accessibility challenges related to support persons, they take an important step toward removing barriers and ensuring equitable access for patients. Effective implementation is reflected in everyday interactions where patients and their support persons can communicate clearly with providers, participate in care discussions without obstacles, and move through admission, treatment and discharge processes with consistent accommodations in place. Clear documentation of accessibility needs, timely accommodations and improved patient experience signal progress toward a more inclusive health care environment.
Hospitals can evaluate their progress by integrating support person strategies into accessibility policies and multi-year accessibility plans. Progress can be measured by listening and gathering feedback from persons with disabilities and their support person, and by tracking whether their experiences show fewer barriers over time. Every voice matters in building a more inclusive health care environment.

Note: The information provided in this guidance is intended as general information only and is not a substitute for legal advice or other subject matter expertise. Hospitals are required to ensure compliance with the AODA and all applicable laws.
Learn more about accessibility laws, standards and resources at ontario.ca/accessibility
This guidance was developed by the Ministry for Seniors and Accessibility in consultation with the Ontario Hospital Association.
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