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Can Person-Centred Planning Help People Into Valued Roles And Real Belonging?
John O’Brien discusses some limitations in the contribution that person-centred planning has made so far to the desired quality of people’s lives. John considers ways to counter these limitations and invest in positive efforts which could assist to achieve a good life for the people served. This article is a short, edited extract from a recent, unpublished article Moving Past the Limits in Person-Centred Planning. John O’Brien has extensive experience in developing person-centred plans which provide innovative, flexible and appropriate responses to enable the person to live a full, rich and varied ordinary life. 

A recent evaluation of person-centred planning efforts in England showed that person-centred plans, while strongly associated with positive changes in people’s experience of choice, their contact with family and friends, and their participation in community activities, did not significantly improve the likelihood of a person getting a job or  developing friendships and relationships. Social inclusion and access to work are however promoted as key outcomes for person-centred planning, so these are significant limitations in the contribution that person-centred planning has made so far to the desired quality of people’s lives.

These limitations share two common features; they  call on people with disabilities to cross the social boundaries that separate people with disabilities from typical settings and ordinary relationships and take up the socially valued roles of worker, member, and friend, and they call on those responsible for designing and delivering assistance to move from working within the familiar terrain marked by the borders of human services to the less familiar and less ‘control-able’ territory of typical work and ordinary social life.
There are many reasons why person-centred planning may not commonly inspire the journey into valued social roles and indicate the path that people with disabilities and their assistants can take to inhabit them. Moving past these limits requires two kinds of effort: systematic effort to remove service-imposed constraints on people forming new relationships and taking up new roles; and learning ways that the person-centred planning process can mobilise more courageous and creative action.
Constraints on inclusive roles and relationships may result because government policies are often incoherent. Many human services are not designed to provide tailored support to people in valued roles in ordinary settings. Instead, they are frequently designed as machine-bureaucracies whose products are the physical care, supervision, or instruction of people in groups and whose processes churn on regardless. Existing supported employment services are often unable and unwilling to assist people with substantial impairments to find jobs that match their interests, for example. Human services with this mindset often perceive ordinary people and workplaces as unwelcoming to people with disabilities if not downright dangerous to them; any risk-taking seems unthinkable.  When settings and people outside of a service are unknown before the person engages with them, it’s easy to inflate the dangers of moving beyond a familiar routine and thus confirm the so-called benefits of remaining within familiar settings and roles. Uncertainty about the possibility of success in building a more inclusive social network or taking a job can lead people to leave these good things off their list of chosen goals or even to explicitly choose not to pursue them. 

The number of people who have good jobs and more inclusive social networks will increase when the human service system operates in ways which reduce the constraints that people experience, such as incoherent policies, services that congregate people, inflexible patterns of assistance, and demoralising habits of social exclusion. Similarly, the significant limitations in the contribution that person-centred planning has made so far to the desired quality of people’s lives strengthen the case for changes  and should motivate those who facilitate person-centred planning to add their energies to those of other advocates for a straighter, simpler way to positive roles, relationships and community inclusion.

Concerns for safety, health and privacy, and procedures for risk management have slipped their mooring to commonsense and float aimlessly in many people’s lives, blocking the channels to full community life. Responsible person-centred planning identifies people’s vulnerabilities and designs intelligent responses to them, but the larger context of action needs to shift from attempts to bureaucratically protect every detail of people’s lives to a search for ways to offer people the dignity of risk.

Individual budgets allow people to exercise effective control over their support and accord people the dignity of responsibility for deciding how to make the best use of their funds and increase the flexibility with which people can focus their paid assistance on helping them occupy roles that matter to them. 

The desire to experience a good life in a society and system that aspires to inclusion but too often operates to produce segregation sharpens the life-question that person-centred planning wants to help people explore. Reducing the constraints on finding a way to valued roles and relationships reduces the drag on a person’s life, but it leaves a central question pending: What particular conditions allow this unique person to show up in ordinary life as a contributing citizen and a valued friend?
The way to an answer to this question is not as ponderous as it seems. In fact, approached competently, there can be both enjoyment and power in pursuing it. Enjoyment flows from the camaraderie that grows as people work hard to honestly explore important matters together, even when those matters have painful, frightening or angry aspects. Power comes from the alignment of energy that results when a group of people generate clarity about possibilities that embody their highest purposes.

There are several reasonable approaches to person-centred planning, and each is as capable of liberating the power that comes from faithful exploration of the central question as it is of slipping off into debate about less vital and less powerful questions. The differences among approaches lie chiefly in the sort of information people will attend to as they seek the clarity that demands positive action. In one approach, a group may look attentively at the person’s preferred ways of making their way through life’s routines, or in another, they may seek aesthetic expression of a person’s identity and highest possible future. They may carefully work their way through a person’s history or, they may draw an arrow to the heart of a hopeful goal. In yet another approach, they may listen to a person’s dreams for the seeds that can grow into a contributing life.

Whether a plan leads to positive action or not depends on the ways that four kinds of knowledge come together: knowledge of the person’s gifts, capacities, and dreams; knowledge of what values the person wants to steer her or his life by; knowledge of the possibilities for supporting the person’s participation and contribution through such strategies as arranging adjustments to the physical or social environment, using adaptive equipment, offering systematic instruction, and providing tailored personal assistance; and knowledge of community opportunities.

How these different sorts of knowledge emerge, shape and blend with each other to generate positive action depends on how well the planners can create positive answers to at least six questions. 

· Does the person at the centre accept the invitation to plan? 
· Do the people who gather to plan come with an open attitude to a different future for themselves?
· Does the group have sufficient leadership to face the hard work necessary to achieve the clarity that demands action?
· Does the group include people with some awareness of the possibilities for individually tailored supports?
· Does the group include people who want the person at the centre to experience the good things that come from valued social roles and an expanding social network?
· Does the group include people with some awareness of community opportunities?
These six questions remain alive from the moment the idea of planning comes up until action toward new possibilities produces new experiences. One way to improve the chances that person-centred planning will lead to positive action is to complement efforts to refine the various approaches with a search for fruitful ways to understanding the process of generating new possibilities. This search for an understanding of social creativity raises an important question. Will we find what we desire by proceeding in a straight line from where we are, taking our direction from our past and doing more of what we are already doing? Or do we invest time and energy in moving beneath the surface of our current understanding of the person and the possibilities for action in order to produce what we desire –a substantially greater number of people succeeding in work roles and enjoying a widening social network.
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