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What are self-directed options and what should we expect from 
them? 

Dr Michael Kendrick is well known internationally as an educator, advocate, consultant and author. He has 
worked in government and non-government agencies and consults on issues such as service quality, 
safeguards, and design of personalized services. He lives in the United States, but as a regular visitor to 
Queensland, he also understands the local and national issues that people with disability and their supporters 
face as they strive to live in their community.  

Michael’s website www.kendrickconsulting.org contains further information and resources. 

 

The attempt to create services that are designed and directed by service users has been growing in 
prominence in many human service sectors and has spawned a wide variety of policies, systems and 
examples in many jurisdictions.  

Part 1 of this article has a focus on how decision making of this kind can be operationalised by demonstrating 
how organisational authority can be transferred to and employed by service users and their allies both singly 
and in conjunction with others parties. It describes various levels of empowerment relative to service 
decision making as well as the common organisational forms that user directed services have taken to date.  

Part 2 warns against exaggerating the benefits of such arrangements and outlines common limitations and 
constraints within self-direction as well as listing some potential safeguards for remaining realistic in our 
expectations. 

PART 1  
Extract from “Empowerment and Self Direction Relative to the Design and Governance of Personalized 
Service Arrangements”. Journal of Human Development, Disability, and Social Change. ISSN 1499-5549 57. 
2011, (19), 2, p. 57-68.  

Conventional services will, on occasion, speak the language of partnership and empowerment however their 
actual habits of service decision making are largely unilateral, top down and nonnegotiable. Since, the 
service is "theirs" to manage then the role of those who get the service is described with terms such as 
"service user", "service recipient", "consumer", "client", etc. These terms quite correctly portray the person 
as taking advantage of a service, but clearly not designing and overseeing that service, hence their passive 
role as "receiver" of a service designed and overseen by others. Curiously, a person who may have been 
hired the previous week, will normally have more authority in regards to what the service user may receive 
than will the service user, even though it is their life that will be impacted by such decisions.  

In response to this kind of disempowered role for service users, it has become increasingly common for 
governmental systems to create policy in favour of ways of operating that are variably referred to as "self-
directed", "self -determined", "consumer/ family governed" and the like. In most instances, some version of 
individualized funding is simultaneously put in place to enable the person to have an allocation of a set 
amount of resources over which they have a measure of conditional authority for spending purposes. These 
remain public funds usually, but with the provision that the person now has a say in how they should be 
spent. Typically, these notably more empowering options can be subdivided into service arrangements that 
the person directly oversees and administers or service arrangements which the person opts not to 
administer directly, but, in regards to decision making, still retains considerable key decision making 
authority. Often, they will leave many decisions with the service provider when they have confidence in that 
provider. The former option is quite attractive to people who feel they cannot or prefer to not manage the 
workload, demands and bureaucracy involved in the self-management of an individual service arrangement. 

mailto:cru@cru.org.au
http://www.cru.org.au/
http://www.kendrickconsulting.org/


 June 2012  Author: Michael Kendrick 

© Community Resource Unit. 2013 cru@cru.org.au www.cru.org.au  

CIAL TIMES 43 CRU 

Those who opt for personal governance, but without an accompanying set of administrative duties, will 
usually be people who want to maintain unambiguous decision making authority, but are averse to what 
they see as the burdensome tasks that come with direct service management responsibilities. As such, the 
"personal governance" of an individual service arrangement can be achieved with either option.  

Obviously, when all aspects of an individual service arrangement can be negotiated and decided by a 
partnership between the provider and the person with disability then the person is no longer passively 
involved but has decision making rights. These "rights" to negotiate would not be the same as "entitlement 
rights", since an entitlement bestowed by a government or system is essentially a guarantee of a particular 
outcome, such as a right to an education, a minimum age, access to housing or health care. In contrast, 
"participation rights" are rights to be part of the service design and operation process, but these do not 
extend to the assurance of a particular outcome or entitlement. In many systems, authorities are not 
authorized by law to make such “outcome entitlement” commitments but decide, rather, on a "resource-
permitting" or priority driven basis. Flexibility of service may be gained through having “participation rights” 
but such gains are still inevitably constrained by the capacities of the service itself. In essence, the service 
user would normally seek the best available service arrangement, but would eventually have to settle since 
that is always the ultimate result of a negotiated solution. While the service user is notably empowered as a 
decision maker in negotiated flexible arrangements this does not mean that the service arrangement itself 
will be entirely satisfactory, whatever its comparative advantages with what might have preceded it.  

Common Well Established Organizational Options That Are Empowering For 
Service Users  
There exists, in many locations, a variety of organizational options that routinely ensure that the service user 
exercises a high level of decision making authority. These examples have often been in operation for 
decades, though it is quite common that many people do not know that they exist and how they operate. 
This is likely to change as the principle that the service user is best served in comparatively empowering 
service models gains greater policy prominence. This gain in authority for the service user does not 
necessarily mean that the service arrangement itself will be of high quality, as these challenges are separate 
matters and are driven by distinct additional factors. Even so, there would still be some people who would 
assume that if a service is self-directed it will also be of good quality given how much the empowerment 
dimension has been touted by advocates as being the "sine qua non" of desirable service practices. In reality, 
achieving comprehensive service quality at a high level is a complicated and multi-dimensional undertaking 
that is only partially helped by self-direction.  

• The Member Directed Mini Agency – (eg.Cooperatives and Collectives)  

Some service users who have wanted a more empowering service arrangement have joined common cause 
with others who shared this same ambition. Together they have formed small member governed agencies 
that have ensured that they had the ultimate authority to design and oversee their own service arrangement 
as a matter of organizational policy. Since they are not hostage to the policies of an existing agency 
controlled by others, all of the residual decision making authority regarding the design and ongoing oversight 
of their service arrangements is theirs. The mini agency’s governance board is dominated by the service 
users who are the organization’s members; the members essentially have collective governance authority 
over the agency itself. At the level of each member’s personal service arrangement, it is normally the case 
that each member would direct their own service, though its actual administration might be assigned to the 
mini agency. The mini agency typically would have its own distinct philosophy with service user 
empowerment as one of its core aims. Its legal status is that of an incorporated body with a governance 
constitution that ensures that the members remain in control of their agency. This type of organization 
would have essentially the same administrative relationship with funders as would any agency. Much of this 

mailto:cru@cru.org.au
http://www.cru.org.au/


 June 2012  Author: Michael Kendrick 

© Community Resource Unit. 2013 cru@cru.org.au www.cru.org.au  

CIAL TIMES 43 CRU 

bureaucratic work would be carried by the organization and, it is quite common that the service user is 
spared having to carry it personally. In some instances, if the mini agency is allowed to grow in size to the 
point where the governance board represents only a small portion of the actual members, then a given 
member may retain considerable authority over their own personal service arrangement i.e. "personal 
governance", but have only weak influence on collective governance. This is why many of these 
organizations limit their size so that the individual members have significant influence and authority in 
regards to both forms of governance. In many localities, these mini agencies may be referred to as 
"collectives" or "cooperatives" with the focus of their work being to support the members to have the 
capacity to be in charge of their own service arrangement and the service’s philosophy. 

• Incorporated "One Off" Individual Service Arrangements ("Microboards")  

In various jurisdictions, most notably in western Canada, "microboards" have existed for some decades. 
These are incorporated “agencies” designed to support the administration of a single person’s service 
arrangement. They often arise because individuals or families are dissatisfied with what is offered by 
mainstream agencies and want to design and oversee their own service arrangement. In most instances, this 
will mean that they also have to administer it as well, though some aspects of this task can be sub 
contracted. Since all incorporated bodies need to have a constitution and a governing board, the individual 
service user needs to share governance of their service arrangement with a sufficient number of other 
people. This can create an opportunity for the person’s control and authority to drift into the hands of 
others, thereby potentially leaving the person somewhat vulnerable if they do not have the means to control 
who gets appointed. His or her personal empowerment needs to be enshrined as a core purpose in the 
constitution. Like all other incorporated agencies, these "microboards" will have to partner with funders and 
this brings with it all of the usual compliance requirements of governments as well as compliance 
requirements of not for profit associations. Combined with ongoing service administration responsibilities 
such as staff recruitment, supervision, scheduling, insurance, payroll and ensuring cash flow would have to 
be managed.. It is a testimony to the level of dissatisfaction with the disempowerment encountered in 
conventional agencies that people would take on such burdensome responsibilities and see them as still 
being better than being subordinate to conventional services. 

• Unincorporated "One Off" Individual Service Arrangements  

It may not always be a requirement that individuals be legally incorporated in order to receive government 
monies. In some localities, it is possible for individuals to obtain funding for individual service arrangements 
directly from governments. They can administer these monies through a special contractual agreement with 
the funder. Typically, this requires budgetary transparency and all of the usual compliance obligations of 
agencies, but often with an intentional reduction in the bureaucratic burdens for the individuals whose 
service arrangement it is. In some instances, the funder will allow or even encourage the involvement of 
various support organizations to ease the workload and demands on the person. These could be payroll 
services, "fiscal intermediaries" or even subcontracts with existing agencies for various routine 
administrative or bureaucratic functions. While the individual may be more empowered relative to what 
might be the case in conventional service arrangements, it should not be assumed that the level of funding 
will be adequate, nor that the person will be proficient in creating a high quality service arrangement, quite 
apart from whether there will be worrisome vulnerabilities present for the person that are not properly 
offset by sufficient safeguards. These qualitative dimensions of the service arrangement and its overall 
effectiveness, apart from its empowerment dimensions, will vary from one situation to another and whether 
the individual is supported with these challenges will often depend upon whether these types of issues are 
recognized and taken seriously by both the service users and the authorities.  
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• Agency Hosted Unincorporated Individual Support Arrangements  

In these kinds of arrangements, the service user will seek out an existing agency that they can partner with 
while still maintaining a high level of decision making authority. Typically, the agency will take care of most 
of the administrative and bureaucratic work as per the individual’s specific preferences. The decision making 
regarding the design and oversight of the service arrangement then technically is supposed to be entirely 
shared between the person and the agency though many agencies initially find this joint decision making to 
be contrary to how they usually operate. This is because the "hosting" or "auspice" role can mean that the 
service arrangement is seen by the host agency to be legally the agency’s sole responsibility, even if that 
agency chooses to assure, by written agreement with the person, that the person will remain an empowered 
decision maker. This view would be incorrect as service users and agencies can both be seen as ultimately 
responsible but explicitly working in a partnership. Nonetheless, hosting arrangements do mean that the 
person does not need to be incorporated, as the agency takes up this function as well as most of the other 
bureaucratic, financial and administrative functions subject to whatever supervision arrangement the two 
parties negotiate. The "employer of record" would be the host agency, though typically the individual 
provides the oversight and supervision of the staff that they select and utilize for their supports. It is 
common practice that the hosting arrangement can be dissolved by either party, usually in an orderly way, 
should they no longer want it to continue. This requires the tacit or explicit consent of the funder that the 
individual’s funding can be moved to another agency, In effect, the hosting arrangement could in theory be a 
"stand alone", internal, semi-autonomous, arms-length, self-governing individualized service arrangement 
that is able to function quite autonomously in most matters from how the given agency might operate its 
other services. The limits of this operational autonomy are normally specified in the hosting agreement and 
concluded by negotiation. Nonetheless, this will entirely depend upon whether the person and the agency 
have been able to generate a common understanding of what is intended and how it should work in practice  

• Agency Hosted Unincorporated Collectively Governed Individual Support Arrangements Project  

This option is based on the creation of a member governed (collectively governed) project to provide 
individual service arrangements. It largely resembles an incorporated member governed mini agency or 
cooperative, except for the fact that it is hosted by an existing agency rather than being incorporated itself. 
The project would seek a negotiated hosting agreement with the host agency and thereby come under its 
legal authority but retain a semiautonomous, internal, arms- length manner of operating. It is common that 
the governing board of these projects negotiates and settles their host agreement details with the board of 
the host agency rather than the senior staff of the agency, thereby cementing a board-to board relationship. 
This negotiation can often take several years to finalize. However, once finalized they can often be in place 
for years without any adjustment. These projects can provide their members with the kind values solidarity 
they seek concerning their shared needs for empowerment and personally tailored individualized services. 
The people that start them normally will have to be very proactive and provide considerable leadership to 
bring them into existence. However, people who join them once they are established will bypass these 
challenges and simply have to contend with the comparatively easier ongoing operational issues. Like all of 
the previous examples, these projects may also have quality of service issues and similar challenges 
notwithstanding whatever empowerment gains they may ensure.  

PART 2  
Self-Direction: Distinguishing between wishful and realistic expectations  

It is clear that a variety of self-direction arrangements are feasible in terms of ensuring that the person and 
their allies become principal decision-makers relative to oversight of their personal service arrangements. 
Further, when done properly and linked with a variety of key supports, such newfound power regarding 
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service decision making can often become an important, but possibly not always a key ingredient, in a much 
more expansive process of helping the person generate many highly needed and desirable lifestyle 
developments. These potential benefits are not illusory, as can be witnessed in any number of instances 
where people’s lives have meaningfully progressed within the context of some version of a self-directed 
arrangement.  

However, it is important that we do not exaggerate the benefits we anticipate from such arrangements nor 
fail to perceive in advance the harm that may be present in what appears to be a desirable reform. Can these 
benefits be attributed solely to self-direction rather than to other variables at work alongside self-directive 
governance of service arrangements that may be even more crucial in improving life circumstances? Is what 
is often a success attributed solely to self-direction instead a combination of crucial contextual ingredients 
summating eventually into improved life circumstances? Some of this will become apparent if one considers 
the inherent limitations that may be present in any self-directed arrangement as well as noting the features 
of the many self-directed arrangements in which a given person did not particularly thrive.  

Common Limitations And Constraints Within Self-Directed Arrangements  
• Personal And Network Capacities  

Not all people and their personal networks have the same capacities and this variability provides quite 
different starting points for generating lifestyle advantages for the person. For instance, people will vary 
greatly in their awareness of positive possibilities for their lives and their capacity to generate new ones. In a 
similar way, some people may lack the confidence to undertake change, the skill to negotiate with systems, 
the sophistication with which they can manage people, their familiarity with good practices elsewhere, their 
experience with generating and sustaining natural supports and so on.  

• Motivations And Resolve  

Individuals will normally vary in their motivations and agendas for their lives and these differences can be 
quite marked and consequential. For instance, some people may be quite uncertain about what to do with 
their lives while others may tackle many life challenges with impressive resolve and determination. Some 
may be unfocussed, frivolous and easily distracted whereas others may be organized, systematic and even 
driven. Even where promising personal agendas may be present, the capacity of people to persevere in the 
face of daunting challenges can be expected to vary.  

• Resources And Supports  

If one were to take a broad view of the variety of resources and supports available to a given person and 
their networks, it would become apparent that self-directed arrangements are not comparably endowed 
with equivalent resources of this kind These resources extend beyond monies to factors like relationships, 
levels of experience, connections, leadership abilities, guidance, allies, advocates, available technical 
assistance, educational opportunities, coaching and mentoring, personal financial assets, social and political 
standing and so on. Since these ingredients and others like them are not trivial, the presence or absence of 
them will have real effects.  

• Perverse Constraints  

While there may be a great deal of theoretical potential in a given self-directed arrangement, it can easily be 
thwarted by factors at work that hold back a specific person from achieving their potentials. This can be due 
to unnecessarily low expectations held of the person by others, structural barriers as to what constitutes 
legitimate uses of funding, the person’s own irresponsibility or inadequacies, exploitation and manipulation 
of the person by their own paid or natural supporters, pressures to please others, a general lack of vision or 
the adoption of vision that is damaging or limiting, the squandering of time, talent and priority on directions 
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that do not address the person’s most significant needs, the use of the person and their monies to benefit 
other corrupt conduct, the intimidation and domination of the person and so on. It should be recognized 
that human nature can be perverse and this will inevitably manifest in undesirable practices.  

Some Potential Safeguards That May Be Pertinent To Keeping Expectations Of 
Self-Direction Opportunities As Realistic As Possible  

• See Each Situation In Its Overall Context  

If each self-directed situation is evaluated in its entirety the specific blend of strengths and weaknesses can 
be better appreciated. This is in contrast to presuming that all self-directed situations are equivalent. This in 
turn enables there to be a more acute sense of the advantages and disadvantages that may be present and 
their potential effect on the person’s life.  

• Assume That Not All Self-Directed Situations Will Have Comparable Capacities, Resources And 
Supports  

Since the contextual starting points may be quite different for individuals, some will make progress that 
would not be possible for others who are not as fortuitous in terms of the advantages they can draw upon. 
Some people may have obstacles that they must address and contend with that are simply much more 
challenging.  

• Assume That Perverse And Undesirable Human Conduct Will Often Be Present And Generate 
Negative Consequences  

Though “people will be people”, it should not be assumed that the shortcomings of human nature are 
equitable in terms of how they appear in a given person’s life. Some people may simply be in situations that 
are much more perverse than others and this reality must be engaged.  

• Recognise That Some Individual Situations Are Comparatively Exemplary And May Be Hard To 
Replicate  

It is important to recognise that excellence does exist and therefore some situations may generate 
achievements that are not likely to be as easily accomplished by others. This does not detract from the 
achievements of others who are less well endowed, but it does mean that favourable and unfavourable 
circumstances alter what can be achieved. Consequently, the factor of self-direction may not be what is 
ultimately most significant in terms of a given person’s well-being.  

The quality of self-directed options is developmental in nature. Having enriching supports and other 
resources does matter. However, the tendency for many may be to assume that what generates good lives is 
simply having the power and financial resources to make decisions. This view is very simplistic as there are 
many other resources and human factors that will ultimately determine whatever good will derive from a 
given self-directed arrangement.  

In our hunger for such good we may unconsciously elevate the promising practices of self-direction to a 
moral standing whereby they are perceived as having no worrisome shortcomings and can do no harm. We 
thereby turn potentially valid progressive developments into panaceas and replace realistic thinking with 
magical longings. Being alert to the possible limitations and constraints of self-directed arrangements and 
being alert to the need for safeguards in our thinking and practice can assist us to have a realistic 
expectation of what self-direction can offer. 
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