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((((  Mike Duggan  ((((
I believe that one of the greatest challenges for services to people with disabilities, and their families, is to resist the onslaught of technocratic managerialism. Services, no matter how well intentioned, often find themselves colluding with the demands of this style of management. Because managerialism blurs lines of accountability, human services can find themselves being more accountable to funding bodies than to those for whom they are providing a service. Under the pressures of managerialism, the relationship between the service provider and the service recipient is unlikely to be the ‘right’ relationship.

I was first introduced to the concept of ‘right’ relationship by Michael Kendrick. As a philosophy, ‘right’ relationship has foundations in Buddhism. Kendrick stresses the importance of creating ‘right’ relationship with those we serve, although it applies to other relationships. 

There are two distinctive components to ‘right’ relationship. One component is interactional, which might be witnessed by our superficial interactions with another person or what might be displayed on the surface of one’s interactions. The other component that might be witnessed is the structure of a relationship or the foundation to the existence of that relationship.  It would be remiss to believe that ‘right’ relationship is superficially based in the interactional qualities of human beings; it goes beyond our everyday interactions with people in which we might be seen as treating people with respect – for example, in the language we use to address people. Right relationship goes to the heart of the structure or foundation of the relationship we have with our fellow humans. 

The structural  component might  be  characterised by how we place ourselves in terms of the equality of a relationship and how control or power might be dispersed between two people in a relationship. It is entirely possible that, on an interactional level, people might treat each other respectfully or nicely but at the structural level of the relationship one would witness inequality in such things as one person having more power over the other. For example, professionals having power and control over people’s lives yet interacting in a manner that might be seen to be respectful, or nice. If we were to look back in history, an illustration might be drawn from slavery, where the structural level of the relationship between master and slave was unequal and abhorrent, but at an interactional level many slave owners may have treated their slaves ‘nicely’. The structural level forms the deeper level at which a ‘right’ relationship might be lived and witnessed. 

The questions then that need to be proposed are whether ‘right’ relationship is possible in human services today; or is it a question of whether today’s human service systems, which are characterised by technocratic managerialism, are the right vehicles for ‘right’ relationships to grow and develop; or do we need to imagine a different version of service? 

‘Right’ relationship would require human services to treat a person as an equal authority in that person’s own life. In the most practical terms possible the ethic that is embodied in ‘right’ relationship would mean developing supports or assistance with a person, not doing things to or for a person. ‘Right’ relationship ought to begin with a commitment to preserve maximum and normative personal autonomy, unless there is some compelling reason to limit it.(
[This article is based on notes taken at a Michael Kendrick Workshop on “Right Relationship”. I sincerely thank Michael for his generosity, whilst also acknowledging his wisdom.]

