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Person-centeredness : a characteristic of people, not systems 
In this excerpt from his keynote address to a conference early this year Michael Kendrick shows that when modern 

technocratic methodologies are applied to human services, people with disabilities are once again cast into the role of 

object, thus denying the uniqueness of their personhood. 

To the dominant technocratic mindset in our human service culture at this time, there is a profound temptation to try to 
translate all desirable human capacities into bureaucratic methodologies. Such a mentality locates ostensible 
“solutions” as being solely a property of organizations and systems but, in reality, one cannot get from organizations 
what is essentially lacking in the people who inhabit them. Well before an organization can make progress on matters of 
human sensitivity it must have nurtured these same sensitivities in the people associated with it. In this way, people and 
what they are authentically like are greater predictors of what an organization can achieve than are the formal mission 
statements, policies and slogans that supposedly guide the individuals in the organization.  

The “real” policies are written in the hearts of people and will express themselves in practice notwithstanding what is 
contained in official policy. In this way, person centered planning ought to be seen on at least two levels. The first is that 
of its increasing use as a formal tool of agencies and bureaucracies. The second is as a tool often used by widely varying 
but often sincere people seeking better solutions. In the first case, person centered planning methodologies are simply 
techniques and thus ought not to be equated with the kinds of qualities in people that would best underpin their use. 
Like all technologies, the final product depends very much on the qualities of the people using them. Thus, person 
centered planning in the hands of those who lack sufficient regard for the person, could actually be used harmfully.  

It is much too easy for any of us as well as the formal human service systems to adopt person centered approaches as a 
kind of technology and not see that an authentic adoption of their use would require profound personal and systemic 
transformations. Instead we may simply take up a supposedly new language and planning methodology while failing to 
see that we need to go much further. People with disabilities can guide us as to how we must change, but we must first 
be willing to be led. The ethics underpinning our use of person centered approaches will eventually reveal whether this 
approach ultimately leads to the liberation of such people or their continued oppression. 

At the same time, it should be recognized that it is quite possible for a person to be treated quite well without the use 
of any person centered planning methodology whatsoever. Whole civilizations have come and gone without person 
centered planning so it is useful to recall that this, after all, is just a tool developed in the last several decades of the 
twentieth century and ought not to be endowed with much credibility. What should be taken seriously is the more 
enduring and universal question of the qualities of human beings that tend to result in other people being treated 
better. To use the language of today, the more profound question is one of “personcenteredness”. This quality could be 
thought of as the optimal or desirable ethical and values base held by the kind of people who tend to bring about 
improved respect and treatment of others. In this sense, “personcenteredness” is a characteristic of people not 
systems. It would seem obvious that this is the more central factor to focus on rather than the utilization of a method 
that cannot, in itself, guarantee that such human qualities will guide its actual use. 

It is useful to recognize “personcenteredness” as something that begins within people and radiates outward to others. 
In all likelihood, it is a set of qualities in each of us that is very dependent on our deeper values and aspirations as to 
what constitutes being a good person. In this respect, it also reflects some sense of morality about how people ought to 
be treated. Even if we don’t always live up to such ideals it is important to see that they are nonetheless present in us or 
can be acquired by the sincere seeker. Equally they can be cultivated and refined over our lifetimes and are thus 
developmental in nature and can lead to yet further insights into our human nature and the ways that people can be of 
assistance to each other. 

What is also clear is that it would be silly to try to reduce such challenging matters to a simple formula. Our relationships 
to others and to ourselves are far too important to be so readily codified. Nonetheless, it is useful to try to express the 
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kinds of insights and ideals that would be helpful for the sincere seeker in regard to how they ought to be towards other 
people, including people who live with a disability. What follows ought not to be seen as the final resting point for this 
discussion but rather as an offering of what might be the kinds of capacities we would see as desirable. In the end we 
must all find our own way as this is at the core of being a person.  

It is not at all easy to understand others or ourselves. Even when one does understand something of whom another 
person is or even understand something of our own nature there is clearly much left to know. We can do a disservice to 
others and ourselves when we presume to know what their or our personhood is. A better approach is to recognize that 
what we think of as personal identity, while so seemingly fixed in many ways, is actually a “work in progress” and is 
always in a state of unfolding. “Knowing” is perhaps not as useful a term here as would be “appreciating” the person, 
since knowing is always a matter of degree whereas appreciating can still occur even when all is not known or revealed 
since it applies simply to what is currently evident. This insight tends to come more easily for people when their own 
“unfoldingness” as a person is better appreciated. 

Since people are constantly changing towards unknown ends it seems sensible for the supporter of that person to 
recognize that they are to accompany that person’s daily search as to wherever each day brings them. It would seem 
that one is never past the stage of “discovering” the person since the person themselves is still unfolding. This suggests 
an ethic associated with the process of seeking to understand another person and an attitude wherein we see ourselves 
as mutually sharing in the process, to some degree, of searching for the personhood of the other. In this way our 
commitment and obligation is to retain an interest and curiosity in the person and to avoid assuming that all that is to 
be known about the other has already revealed itself. The difficulty in the past has been that we have presumed to 
understand people without actually taking the trouble of being open to what they may be. We also did not take the 
time to properly get to know people. We have too often limited and ignored their real identity and assigned them an 
identity of our making. All of these shortcomings could be overcome by a sincere desire to understand the person.  

It would seem quite pointless to seek to understand people if one is not going to do something with what one begins to 
understand. Insight alone, without action to support the person in their struggles for a better life for themselves, would 
be voyeuristic and an indignity. More positively, insight that is coupled with a desire to act in helpful ways sets the stage 
for the kind of partnership of effort that would be of service. There still remains the question of what would be 
authentic service to another. This cannot be easily answered, as the proper response to the ever-unique constellation of 
wants-and-needs of each individual is something that is rarely self-evident. Nevertheless, the commitment to engage 
the question of what would be best for a person is essential to eventually settling on strategies of service. The key here 
is that the supporter resolves to be of service rather than just being present without a commitment to the person and 
their well-being. Because we tend to reflexively assume that our motives are the proper ones, a measure of searching 
honesty about ourselves can be valuable. 

A common criticism of services that comes from service users, their families and friends is that of the person being 
served “on” or “at” or “to” rather than “with” the person. Service is done “to” people rather than in ways that enable 
the person to be an active force in their own life. This is often due to the professionalistic assumption that the service 
provider ought to or does have “answers” and that these have to be imposed on the person. Such an action can render 
the service user to be merely a spectator in their own life while the initiative and control shifts into the hands of the 
alleged “expert”. Equally, few services actually arise from or are guided by service users and therefore such an approach 
is often outside of the usual experiences of many professionals and staff. Consumers and families may themselves be 
schooled by their own experiences to believe that “professionals know best” and thus contribute unwittingly to their 
own disempowerment. 

These errors can be limited by the supporter taking a different stance. It is both realistic and necessary that they seek 
out, engage in, and submit to the instruction contained in the “guidance” offered by the person as to the directions and 
details of their lives. The word “guidance” used here is not the formal articulation of needs and wants so much as the 
ideals, hopes and fears the person holds for their life but yet may be unexpressed. This collaborative response requires a 
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highly submissive posture on the part of the supporter to the often-opaque guidance offered by the person being 
supported. Nevertheless, it is valuable to assume that the person ultimately needs and wants to be a decisive factor in 
their own life even if they are unclear or not very articulate about what this might mean in practice. Though it may not 
seem so to many people, even those persons with apparently very limited intellectual and verbal abilities might still 
have considerable capacity to sense what they most deeply need and want, and benefit as much as others from having 
this respected. The key here is not what is mutually understood or not at a given point in the process. It is more the 
posture of the supporter in regard to genuinely seeking to be guided by the person. This desire for service done in the 
spirit of “with-ness” is very much bound up with honouring the person and seeking a right relationship with them.  

 
[Reproduced, with the author’s permission, from his presentation to the Albany NY conference, The Promise of 
Opportunity, March 2000. A full copy of the paper is held in the CRU library.] 
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