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The Role of Agency and Systems Transformation in 
Supporting “One Person at A Time” Lifestyles and 
Supports
By Guest Editor Michael Kendrick

Optimism is the faith that leads to achievement. Nothing can be done without hope and confidence. 

-- Helen Keller

There is agreement internationally that 
individualized services for people with 
disabilities is the best way to promote 

positive outcomes for people with disabilities. 
Indeed, at this point in time, most of our 
human service agencies and systems state 
such person centered aims of full participation 
in the community quite routinely, yet, in far 
too many instances, we often seem unable 
to create systems of agency support that 
turn such ideals into practical and beneficial 
outcomes.  Undoubtedly, much of this 
persistent gap between intentions and actual 
results in people’s lives is due to a largely 
unacknowledged failure to master what is 
involved in generating results that make 
a difference in people’s lives. Fortunately, 
this observation does not apply to at least 
some systems and agencies that have 
transformed themselves such that the people 
they support are demonstrably having much 

more individualized lifestyles and supports. 
These organizations have created outcomes 
that clearly better conform to the ideals of 
a socially inclusive, self-directed life in the 
community. 

�is issue of TASH Connections presents 7 examples of adult 
service agencies that are at different stages of transforming 
themselves based on the ideal that individuals with disabilities 
have the same opportunities to be a part of their communities 
as individuals without disabilities. Some of these organizations 
started their journeys 30 years ago, while others are just beginning 
this transformational work. Each article provides an example 
of the work being done “on the ground” and throughout this 
issue are a range of lessons learned, suggestions for support, and 
honest conversations around the difficulties of transforming 
organizations, both on a small and large scale. Some of the 
organizations, such as the Spectrum Society for Community 
Living in Vancouver, Canada, started with this vision. Susan 
Stanfield shares how they work to help people have “authentic 
choice and control over important life decisions, like where to 
live and with whom to live”. Other organizations, such as the 
Arc of Rensselaer County, New York, are still working to change 
historical and institutional barriers that were in place when they 
began. Dennis Harkins with Monica Bear and Dan Rossiter share 
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how Dane County Centers for Medicare & Medicaid Services in 
Wisconsin have been operating with the idea of individualized 
services for 30 years. �eir snapshot of supports and programs 
provide excellent examples of thinking about the whole person. 

Each of the articles in this issue focuses on the importance 
of person-centered planning and the goal of supporting truly 
inclusive communities where people with disabilities are able to 
successfully and happily live, work, and play. Helen Brownlie 
provides a wonderful look at the work of Avalon (BOP) in New 
Zealand in her aptly sub-titled piece “Don’t look back we are not 
going that way.” She shares their strategic imperatives for change 
as well as some of the practical changes they made to make it 
happen. Gail Fanjoy presents a United States based case study 
of KFI Agency. She outlines KFI’s core values that guided their 
organizational change and then shares some practical and useful 
strategies related to staff and services to support their change 
process.  Ann-Maree Davis writes about Amicus, an Australian 
based agency, that 6 years ago was largely congregate care and now 
has 70% of the people supported with individualized options. 
Her look at self-directed planning and the changes made in this 
agency to get rid of a “menu of services” and instead focus on the 
individual is a powerful and hopeful review of what is possible. 
Brendan Broderick provides another perspective on moving to 
individualized services in his article on Muiriosa Foundation in 
Ireland. One of the most freeing themes in this issue is the idea 
from Broderick that “one does not need a detailed 20/20 vision 
sense of where one wants to take things before making a start.” 

Each of these articles addresses in different ways the 
programmatic and operational issues significant to bringing 
reality to bear when creating or changing systems into into actual 
“one person at a time” life opportunities that had not previously 
existed. �is has many implications. �e first is that it proves 
that such ideals are clearly not rhetorical fantasies without any 
hope of coming into being, since they have in some instances 
been implemented for decades and continue to be wherever 
there is sufficient will to do so. �ese “on the ground” examples 
stand in stark contrast to the agencies and systems that are not 
providing person-centered, true community based structures. �e 
spectrum of examples presented in this issue should be a wake-
up call to agencies and systems about the possibility of creating 
and changing systems to provide opportunities for people with 
disabilities to realize their true potentials.

�e types of examples presented in this publication offer the 
hope that if others take what they have learned and subsequently 

implement their lessons, many other agencies and systems could 
meaningfully improve their performance and therefore benefit 
people with disabilities to a significant and possibly comparatively 
revolutionary degree. �ere is a saying from the psychologist 
William James that if you can find one white crow it proves that 
all crows are not black, since it invalidates the claims that crows 
can only be black. In many ways, the stories contained in this 
publication are examples of “white crows” since they prove that 
people with disabilities can obtain much richer and individualized 
lives in the community provided that they are supported in 
enlightened and proficient ways. �e organizations spotlighted in 
this issue come from different countries, have different scope and 
foci of their work, and are embedded within different structural 
contexts, yet together they illustrate some key themes that serve as 
an important “white crow” for other organizations. 

�e first theme is that all of these organizations share a focus 
on values of people with disabilities as people first, who, like 
everyone, will have different preferences, needs, and goals in life. 
A caveat of importance is that none of the agencies and systems 
involved claimed that individualization per se was somehow 
transcendentally superior or without its own flaws, challenges 
and limitations. In fact, what they have all discovered and said 
in their own way is that “life building” is not simply a matter 
of switching to individualized ways of operating. One still has 
to optimize the life potentials of people and this task has many 
inherent difficulties embedded in it (e.g., structural issues of 
the organizations and their contexts, meeting individual needs). 
Nonetheless, they are strikingly clear in their agreement that 
it is decidedly possible and desirable to persevere to support 
individualized support and many beneficial transformations are 
well within reach if pursued with vigilance.

A second central theme in this issue is one of systems change from 
a structural stand point. As mentioned above, structures such 
as staffing and funding are vital components of implementing 
individualized operations. For instance, all of the agencies and 
systems cited here significantly reduced group service models and 
replaced them with sizable and gradually increasing numbers of 
“one person at a time” arrangements. �is change has significant 
implications for funding and paying staff, but also for hiring, 
training, and organizing staff. Davis shares the powerful example 
of a client who had 2 full-time staff during waking hours and 
an active staff member overnight. Using the service approach at 
Amicus, she has been introduced to more community experiences 
and increased her independence until she is now receiving only 5 
hours of support each day. Without the individualized approach 
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it is easy to envision a life of dependency for this individual. �is 
focus on the individualized approach ultimately decreases staffing 
costs, which while not the goal of the work is an important effect 
to note. 

Another aspect of staffing is discussed by Fanjoy who articulates 
the need to rethink how and why staff was hired to prioritize 
values rather than experience. Experience can be taught and 
supported but starting with common values moves the work 
forward. Harkins with Bear and Rossiter, identify some really 
powerful support staff that are often missing in other agencies, yet 
have proven to be instrumental in supporting individuals in the 
independence and interdependence they dream of achieving. For 
instance, Dane County employs a 24 hour crisis response system 
with staff trained in behavior intervention and they have available 
legal advocacy that, among other things, works to support victims 
and bridge criminal justice and human service systems when 
needed. Additionally, several of the authors discuss training staff 
and providing them with permission to think differently about 
their clients and how to implement services. �is type of change 
in thinking helps to eradicate “community tourism” and instead 
help people with disabilities access and experience the community 
alongside their peers without disabilities. 

Taken together, these articles illustrate that values or structural 
changes alone are insufficient to achieving a goal of people 
enjoying a fully inclusive and self-determined life. Yet, these 
clearly demonstrate that values and constructions of disability 
must work together with structural changes to achieve this goal. 
Peoples’ lives do not change for the better until the agencies set 
and pursue “better” as their aim. While the different organizations 
here may have had different impetuses for breaking away from 
“life wasting” structures to a more individualized set of goals 
and supports, each author recognizes that regardless of the initial 
impetus for wanting to create inclusive communities, structural 
and leadership changes are vital to making this change. As Liuzzo 
puts it, “life wasting is a stubborn and pervasive enemy” that 
requires good leadership to break that mold. As the stories reveal, 
many of the people they served could not achieve “better” until 
real opportunities were created, ones that had not existed up to 
that point, that made this more likely. 

Like the “white crow,” these cases prove that meaningful agency 
and systems transformations can and do occur. �ough it is not 
directly addressed in the accounts provided, it needs to be pointed 
out that these examples are just that, a small sample of what has 
both been accomplished more broadly in many countries and 

over many decades and has continued into the present. In other 
words, it indicates that we are not properly capturing the breadth 
and depth of what has already been demonstrated to be feasible 
in transforming systems in ways that are more person centered. 
If we were to do a better job of letting people know what has 
already been achieved and why, we could most certainly begin to 
accelerate to the unfolding and sustaining of yet more examples of 
beneficial individual, agency and systems transformations. 

In fact, a case can be made that we are morally bound to share our 
stories, since nothing would be gained by such accomplishments 
being kept hidden and much would be lost by way of vision, 
practice, and evidence of what is truly possible in the lives of 
people with disabilities and the lives of others in the community 
who cross their paths. So, we can certainly draw heart and insight 
from these accounts because they emphasize the importance 
of the contributions of people who believe you can create 
opportunities where they are not currently present, change lives 
in beneficial ways, and develop the state of the art in terms of 
what agencies, systems, and communities can do when they are 
energized by a life giving vision of what can be accomplished 
when we make up our mind to make a difference.

Your beliefs become your thoughts, 
Your thoughts become your words, 
Your words become your actions, 
Your actions become your habits, 
Your habits become your values, 
Your values become your destiny.  
— Mahatma Gandhi
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