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Support Work is a Means

Not the End

As the coordinator of a service Kris Lumsden sees support work as a means to an end, and provides some helpful examples of challenges to doing this work creatively and sensitively. Most importantly, says Kris, the spirit of spontaneity, enthusiasm, personality and variety needs to be kept alive by support services.

Many factors arise when seeking to support, through good service practice, the development of relationships and roles in the community for people with disabilities. The biggest challenge for all involved is to remember that the support work is a means to an end, not an end in itself.

By its very nature, a formal service can create a barrier in that the number of support hours that is offered to a person is sometimes seen as the sole objective rather than as a tool for creating something that is meaningful. A person may be considered well supported when having increased hours of support, the belief being that this will increase the likelihood of something occurring, but more is not always better. However, for some people increased support hours can assist in building skills and self-confidence, which are important stepping-stones for further growth in connections with others in the community, and some of this personal growth can be clearly linked to the efforts and focus of a paid worker. 

The question of ‘what is helpful and what is a barrier?’ is not always easy to define. This is especially so when a service recipient is very clear about only wanting to spend time with a particular support worker, thus eliminating other members of the community who may provide more meaningful or long-lasting connections. An example of this occurred when a service recipient who was seen by the support agency as being isolated and needing enhanced communication skills, was offered short-term support to attend a TAFE communication program with a worker. But the service recipient had a different preference for how the support hours were to be used and continually chose to go to the movies, nightclubs, and shopping with the support worker whose company was enjoyed immensely. When the allocation of support hours ran out, the person quite happily went off to the TAFE course alone. In this case, some of the questions we had to ask ourselves were: was the motivation to go to TAFE already present in the person; were we getting in the way rather than assisting; did support for the social activities give the person the confidence that then enabled that person to attend TAFE independently?

Other drawbacks of human services are the formalised elements of the work, such as accurately planned funding, service agreements, and a letter-perfect resonance with mission statements. But part of the thrill of real connections in the community can be lost in the meticulous planning of such things as the need to fit outings into accommodation programs and therapy sessions, and the time and duration of outings. Support agencies need to keep the spirit of spontaneity, enthusiasm, sensitivity, personality, and variety when supporting people in their community. In the case of spontaneity, for example, we need to find ways of making it possible for a person to stay longer than might have been planned when that person is really enjoying a particular outing or activity in their community. This kind of spontaneity is not something that can be achieved through timeframes or other service specifications. I find it disturbing that a support package is supposed to contain ‘health, house and 2.2 meaningful community links’. Real life is not as neat as this.

All those who use support services need allies to cheer them on and to celebrate all the things that come into their lives, making it richer and more varied. Real support is about creating opportunities for a person while at the same time striving to inspire that person to want and expect the company of other people in their life in real and enduring ways.


