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HOW TO MANAGE ORGANISATIONAL CHANGE AND REMAIN PERSON-CENTRED

By Jan Clark

Service Coordinator - Salvation Army Independent Living Services (SAILSS)

The Salvation Army has been involved in supporting women with an intellectual disability in Brisbane since the 1920’s, and has demonstrated a long-term commitment to these women. 

Setting the Scene
In 1980, the Salvation Army supported forty women (and eventually also some men), in a residential facility that had originally been a boys home. The residents lived in four dormitory style houses, went to a central dining room for meals, attended day activities on site and were cared for by houseparents who lived in units at the end of each house. People were clean and safe, had good meals and were well cared for. They paid board and the small amount of government funding was stretched very thinly to provide personal care with eight staff. There was very little history kept about people and all personal money was kept in the Trust Account. Local groups came in to provide entertainment and from time to time everyone went out for a picnic in the fleet of buses.
I came into this situation in 1985. It was part of my local neighbourhood and I offered my services as a volunteer. Because of my experience in other places I could see the possibilities of new ways and the great potential of the people I met. I started with a group of six to eight women who were considered ‘least capable’ and twice a week took them aside to an old house on the property where we talked and planned together. We planned a lunch menu from their choices and some of us went out on the council bus to buy the ingredients. We all pitched in to cook, set the table nicely and ate together. We also tried crafts and talked about people’s lives and hopes for the future.

This led to long talks with the Officers, planting seeds for the future and my beginning part-time employment with the Salvation Army. We started keeping individual records, helped each person to open a bank account and bank regularly, and assisted the residents to cook their own meals and manage their laundry and cleaning. Some people started using public transport to do shopping and to attend church activities. Staff training became a priority, which it still is today.
In 1992, the introduction of the Disability Service Act (DSA) was a catalyst for further change. The Salvation Army was one organisation providing for all the needs of the residents. In order to meet the requirements of the DSA, there needed to be an alternative landlord. We met with Margaret Ward, who was the Disability Officer with the Dept of Housing at the time, who opened up the possibility of individual accommodation options. The Salvation Army decided to make housing applications for all the residents, and this was the beginning of a ten-year negotiation process with the Department of Housing to find the best solution for each person. 

In 1993, three women who really wanted to live their own lives were helped to move into a privately rented house close by. They continued to have support and when their lease expired two years later they were each able to move into their own individual Dept of Housing units. The three women became a role model to others.
Over the next few years, the residential was divided into smaller units to try to meet the needs of each person. Thus, although people continued to live together on the same property, eventually there were seventeen kitchens. 
When the institutional reform process began within Disability Services Queensland, The Salvation Army was keen to take advantage of this new opportunity. We successfully applied for funding to appoint an external consultant to make plans for the closure of the Chapel Hill residence and for each person to move into their own home in the community. Over the next six months each person was assisted through a ‘Futures Planning Process’. It was hoped that each person would receive individual institutional reform funding. Unfortunately, there was a change in government and everything was put on hold. However, two new one bedroom units next to each other came available in a great location. It was too good an opportunity to miss so we stretched our limited funds again to support two women to move in. Then we were promised another two units next to each other further away and so we jumped at this opportunity as well, however these took another two years due to building delays. 
The Salvation Army constantly went back to government to state our case, while making the most of every opportunity. We continued believing that there was no other option than all the people living in their own homes in the community. We met with the families as a group, and the first six to move out began to speak of their experiences.  People became more and more involved in the community even while living in the residential. The most successful strategy was to form a network with other nongovernment organisations and to lobby government as a group. People also had clear, costed plans of what it would take to live independently in the community, and housing was becoming available as people reached the top of the waiting list. Many families were initially cautious of the moving plans, but gradually came to a different understanding as they saw the excitement and success of those who moved.
The first six clients were eventually funded in 2001, and a whole new service commenced. None of the existing staff employed by the residence were automatically given a position. Each person had to apply and went through a rigorous interview process. Choosing the right staff was critical, especially good interpersonal skills, a willingness to learn and availability.
New employees were given ongoing training. Orientation included clear expectations about the moral code for workers, and training was conducted by both the Salvation Army and CRU. Employing a lot of new workers over a short period was one of the greatest challenges, both in finding the right people and moulding them into well functioning teams.
Another group of ten clients were funded in the following year. These were all people who did not need 24-hour support. They had each already made contacts in the local area through social activities, churches, work and local services so it was important that they remained in the area where they already knew people. 
The remaining sixteen clients all needed 24-hour support. The Department of Housing worked closely with us to build two houses next to each other and another similar arrangement about a kilometre away. With the building of these houses underway, we used this as leverage with DSQ. The best strategy at this time was to set a closing date for the residential, and by this date only six people were left and it only took another six months to finalise the site closure.
A transition manager was appointed for two years to assist with each move. For many people this included further planning, as well as assistance with purchasing furniture and household goods. Many staff commenced working before the move so they could better assist people in the transition phase. The excitement was almost tangible, as people moved into their own homes for the very first time. Not one person looked back. 
After the first year we held a celebration for the first sixteen people to move. It was held in Salvation Army City temple hall. Each person was involved in making a video about their experience, and these were shown to a group of family, friends, staff and many others who had been involved in the process. Each person stood up and spoke about what it was like for them to live in their home after we had watched their video. 
When all of the previous residents had moved out of the Chapel Hill site, the Salvation Army held a thanksgiving service at the chapel there. The place was packed with people with disabilities who were the former residents, families, friends, staff from though the years, as well as Salvation Army Officers and many others who had helped the dream of moving to the community become a reality. During the service each person had the chance to put their name on the timeline of the past twenty-three years.

Once the new service commenced from an office in Bardon, we worked to develop a service model with two Coordinators, each supporting approximately fifteen people in separate geographical areas. Lifestyle support workers provide both accommodation support and community access in small teams around each person. 
Important lessons learnt about remaining person-focused through organisational change
1. See the potential in people. This often requires insight from outsiders.
2. Plan for the future. Values need careful safeguarding. Developing leaders for the future. Change starts by planting seeds and bringing others along with you as you explore possibilities. The service itself needs to be secure to meet people’s needs for the long-term.
3. Keep it simple. Keep decision making close to each person. Have clear, attainable goals. Have clear expectations of staff. Be open and available to people and their family when they need you.
4. Invest in people – people with disabilities, families and advocates, workers, community members- by getting to know people well, training, build on connections you already have, dealing with issues as they arise.

5. Work together with people. Be welcoming and invite others in at all levels. See ourselves as learning together how to best move forward rather than having all the answers. 

6. Be committed to people.
7. Don’t give up, remain positive. 
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