Reflections from a Grumpy Old Man
Ric Thompson, manager of Inclusion Works in Townsville, reflects on what we can learn from history about protecting and maintaining community and organisational values.
A group of well-known men first raised my consciousness about my own present state of mind. It was the group of men who were interviewed about their woes in the BBC production Grumpy Old Men recently shown on ABC television. It was true that I had all the classic symptoms of a grumpy old man – I was within the right age group and like a member of a secret sect shared my dislike for many modern trends. But why and how had I become one?

 I love my job in a small community organisation that supports people to link into their specific interest areas in the local community. I wake each morning with a zest for life and a passion for the challenges ahead. But something had happened – I had become suspicious, analytical, cynical and critical. I was keen to find out why. With some knowledge of human service systems analysis I surveyed my diary to identify those moments that may have fuelled my grumpiness. It didn’t take long, for my body tensed as I realised the cause – ‘meetings’. Not just any meetings – the meetings which had fuelled my condition all have a common characteristic.

This characteristic is a subtle shift in the meaning of the term ‘change strategies’. No longer is there a commitment to change, based on passionately-held values and beliefs about what is a good life and how to assist people with disabilities to achieve their full potential and lead a valued and good life within community. The culture has shifted from passionately wanting and seeking change in the lives of people with disabilities and their communities to a culture in which bureaucratic factors such as legislation, standards enforcement and funding agreements are the driving force of change. 
The evidence before me is convincing; I attend such meetings committed to assist individuals with disabilities, their families and the wider community, in the pursuit of achieving better daily life circumstances. The challenge for me is: how do I assist people and service systems to actively seek out and want change? It is not about enforcing change through the implementation of legislation or administration strategies.  

I hear much about how we are to enforce change through the introduction of legislative reforms, the introduction and enforcement of quality standards and  financial agreements between funding bodies and service providers and how best to educate people and systems about these enforcement strategies. 

But there is little or no discussion about how to facilitate and foster, within the hearts and minds of people and within the core values of organisations, a desire for change, based on a commitment to achieving typical and valued lives for people with disabilities in community.  
Being grumpy, I recall with fondness the commitment and the sense of seriousness and leadership that was displayed by the Federal Government during the period of the introduction of the Commonwealth Disability Services Act (1986). Through focussed education and community discussion, individuals, families and disability service organisations were shown a vision of how the policies and practices being enacted could impact on the daily life circumstances of individuals with disabilities and families and improve their situation.

I was growing confused as well as grumpy. The starting position in 1986 had changed from one of person-centredness to one of system adherence and enforcement. I am not against the introduction of legislation, standards and increasing accountability within human services, but I do not want to lose sight of that original commitment to the original vision and belief that typical and valued lives for people with disabilities could be achieved.
So how am I to survive and deal with this increasing level of grumpiness? 
I call upon the past (as grumpy old men do) to look at how others have gone about maintaining a humanistic foundation when in the service of others. I am interested in what had helped to contribute to a healthy culture of focussing on people and their needs as a priority while in the presence of external influences and power.

I recall some observations I had made while a guest at a retreat at the New Norcia Monastic Community in Western Australia. This monastery is based upon the teachings of Saint Benedict, who founded the Benedictine Monastic Order over 1500 years ago. The New Norcia Community has been able to maintain their foundation values, even during times of struggle, by remaining true to sound advice from St. Benedict; sound advice which remains relevant today, both at a personal and professional level. The following considerations which St. Benedict thought essential for communities and individuals hold just as true today for an individual and organisational commitment to maintaining and enhancing a strong values base to their work. 

In order to remain faithful to our cause, whether at an individual or organisational level, St. Benedict says we need to:

1. Hold and maintain a coherent values base.

2. Document and distribute the organisation’s values position.

3. Call upon supportive documented material that reinforces and supports such a values base and share this.

4. Identify and call upon others who may share the same values to become a defined and supportive community to each other.

5. Establish ceremonies and rituals that help remind us and others of what is important.
6. Take time to meditate and contemplate both personally and professionally in regards to the issues that one is confronted with and how these issues relate to one’s values and beliefs.

7. Develop and display appropriate ‘icons’ that both reflect and promote your purpose and beliefs.

8. Reflect through dedicated study in the areas that require serious and further consideration.

9. Step outside and take time to return to your roots.

10. Consider what may and will go wrong in a world that is full of complexity and fragility and be prepared for it.
If we do these things, he says we will feel strong and keep constant guard over life.

Even in time of grumpiness I can acknowledge that systems have their own beliefs, principles and practices but despite this I still have a responsibility  to draw to the attention of such systems (and the people within them) to ask of themselves: Who it is who is being served by their actions and what are the consequences of such actions?
If grumpiness is one of the consequences of accepting this responsibility, then I will learn to live with my grumpiness. Bob Geldof, one of the grumpy old men interviewed in the television series gives me further permission to live with my grumpiness when he says, “If you aren’t grumpy that means that you are content with the world. And who could be that?”

So Bob has given me permission to be grumpy. And a monk, who lived fifteen hundred years ago, has offered me advice about how to manage it.
I can’t be grumpy about that.
