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ACKNOWLEDGING THE STRUGGLES 

By Adrienne McGhee
Service Coordinator - Salvation Army Independent Living Services (SAILSS)
I have never talked to a manager employed by a disability service provider who conveyed a lack of interest in establishing a person-centred service. In fact, most of the people I’ve talked to engage passionately about their desire to see the services in which they work deliver highly personalised support to people. At SAILSS we are also committed to this vision and talk to each other constantly about how we can ensure that the individuals we support remain firmly established as the focus of our efforts.  
The reality, however, is that people within services, within our service, are often not the directors of their lives. Our determination to work with people in dignity-enhancing ways, to explore opportunities while implementing minimally-restrictive safeguards, and to immerse people in their communities does not always result in lives that reflect our efforts and passion. As co-ordinators at SAILSS we wrestle with what it means to support people on their terms, and what it takes to protect them from the multiple layers of conflicting demands we face daily.     
None of the pressures we experience are new to anyone involved in service provision. In this paper I’ve chosen to focus on two issues that are currently highly pertinent to our situation at SAILSS: increasing accountability demands and ongoing staff issues.
While the pressures of accountability may seem to be an excuse services use not to use every dollar and invest every minute of our time with people, the demands are inescapable. We can do our best to postpone these demands, to minimise the time and money we spend on them and sometimes to ignore them(!), but eventually “reckoning” comes. For instance, the DSQ Quality Assurance system looms closer for all small services and without additional personnel to undertake the extra requirements, time must be taken from people to ensure that the service can understand what is required and meet expectations. If we don’t, we (in theory) face the closure of our service in 2008.    
We struggle to find ways to manage these increasing demands and, ironically, the development of strategies and plans to meet these demands takes energy away from the people we support. If we are not conscious about the processes we are using and the mindsets we are adopting, our thinking becomes directed towards working efficiently, managing systems and achieving outcomes rather than working patiently with people in the myriad of life’s complexities.  However, if we don’t consider how to make optimum use of our time (systems are so much more convenient and time-saving than personalised approaches) we risk further overloading and ‘burning out’ already pressured managers and staff.  
Additionally, as an organisation we can espouse values of person-centredness. As co-ordinators and managers we can wholeheartedly embrace the framework in our own thinking and ways of working. We can put processes and systems in place that direct workers to make their responses to people more person-centred. However, for person-centredness to be entrenched in our organisational responses to people it has to be the mindset of all staff who work directly with our clients. The reality is that, in a time of on-going staff shortages, we find it difficult and time consuming to find workers whose values are congruent with our mission and philosophies, and whose skills, attitudes and availability can meet the needs of clients.  
Consequently many of our staff do not come to us with the capacities and consciousness required by person-centred ways of working. For instance, some workers may prioritise the achievement of specific tasks (e.g. getting the stove cleaned) and having a ‘stress-free’ shift, or are preoccupied with team dynamics and who does what. As a result, the amount of training, team work and individual mentoring and discussion required to promote the adoption of new frameworks is huge.  
At SAILSS we have therefore put considerable emphasis on training and working with staff individually and in teams to broaden their thinking and expand their consciousness around working respectfully with people as unique individuals. There are, however, no guarantees that this increased support and training for staff translates into meaningful lives for our service users. And, where we spend time developing staff we do not spend it with clients. Yet we see that direct support workers have the most vital role at SAILSS in ensuring that people live ordinary, dignified and meaningful lives.

So, while SAILSS has a commitment to work with people in ways that support them to live good lives of their choosing, we struggle (along with many other services and individuals) to manage the challenges that formal service provision brings. It is however, our hope to connect more with other services and hear about their successes and struggles, and to hopefully reinforce our strengths and expand our thinking in these areas together. 
