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“Our teacher, Wolf Wolfensberger,
stood for a principle he named “act
validity”. To him this meant
discerning the right thing to do in a
situa�on and doing it regardless of
the chances for success. He
exemplified this principle in his
decades long fights against
ins�tu�ons and structural death
making and advocacy for radically
personalis�c services. He was
willing to be seen as pursuing
foolish and fu�le quests, like Don
Quixote. His quests were influen�al
well beyond expecta�ons, in part
because of their quixo�c energy. On
days when the odds on
transforma�on feel especially long,
his example encourages us to
saddle up one more �me.”
Seeking Transforma�on
John O’Brien & Cris Liuzzo

What Does it Take to Have a
Person-Centered System?

Part 2
This issue focuses on the values, characteris�cs and
indicators of a person-driven organiza�on and system. The
next and concluding edi�on of this series focuses on several
ways to assess movement towards that end.
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Becoming a Person-
Centered System

Michael Smull, Mary Lou Bourne
and Helen Sanderson have been
thinking about, talking about and
wri�ng about change for some
�me. Change that moves
agencies and organiza�ons
towards person-centered systems
and results in person-directed
services. In 2009, they got
together to write Becoming a
Person Centered System. In that
piece, they emphasized that
training is not enough:

“Increasing the effectiveness of the training in person centered planning does not result in the desired

effect. What is needed is not just a way for a small percentage of people working in the system to learn

how to write plans, but rather a way for all who work in the system to acquire the necessary skills and

values, and engage in the behaviors needed for implementation. By deconstructing essential lifestyle

planning combined with key problem solving and management tools, we designed a training around a

relatively small set of skills that are needed to implement good plans. These skills can be taught in two-

day trainings to large groups (classes of 40). While this turned out to be an

important piece of the solution, it was not the entire solution. Training, no
ma�er how good, is the classic rock in the pond.

The rock, tossed in the pond makes waves. And the bigger the rock, the
bigger the waves. But no ma�er how big the rock, the pond eventually goes
s�ll again. The people a�ending the training go back to se�ngs with the
same culture and the same demands. Under the typical pressures most of those who par�cipate in the
training quickly revert to the problem solving/coping behaviors that they used before the training

Training
introduces

skills - it does
not result in
the use of the

skills

Con�nued on page 3

https://allenshea.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/BecomingaPersonCenteredSystem-ABriefOverview.pdf
https://allenshea.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/BecomingaPersonCenteredSystem-ABriefOverview.pdf


regardless of howwell or badly these behaviors work for them. They
rarely have the influence or support necessary to ques�on or change
what is viewed as acceptable within their organiza�on, unless the
organiza�on is quite small.”

They went on to describe the cri�cal role of leaders and managers on
change efforts: “Any effort to have a person-centered system requires

that the system leaders and managers ac�vely engage in and apply the same person centered thinking
and quality management skills in their work that the organiza�on managers are applying. System
leaders and managers must act not only on the issues raised in the leadership mee�ngs but also on the
implica�ons of the learning. System managers have to engage in a careful and ongoing review of how
the pieces of the system work together. The skills used in suppor�ng individuals, and in facilita�ng
change within individual agencies need to be applied to the system issues as well. Person centered
prac�ces are as needed and effec�ve within a state disability program agency as they are within a
service provider.”

They summarized their thoughts about change, no�ng that: “Representa�ves from all parts the system,
and from all 3 levels (direct support, organiza�onal leaders, and system leaders) must be consistently
present and ac�ng on what they hear. Coaches bring learning about the people who use services to
“the table.” If the learning from coaches is not listened to and acted on by the organiza�on, the
coaches hit a “change wall” and become discouraged. Organiza�onal
leadership hears what the coaches are saying and looks for what
needs to be –

• Celebrated
• Shared
• Changed

Having leaders from the full system consistently present over �me
provides a picture of what can and cannot be changed at the
organiza�onal level, builds partnership, and creates a sense of
urgency for needed changes in policies, prac�ces, and structures which, in turn, impact the ability of
the full system to implement person centered prac�ces.”

“We have learned a great
deal about what is

needed and what works
for organizational

change. We are still
learning about what is
needed and works for

system change.”
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The degree of
engagement from
leadership is the

strongest
predictor of
success
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Key Values and Principles of a
Person-Centered System

A person-centered system involves person-centered thinking,
planning, and organiza�ons. These guiding principles apply to the
system serving all people who need long-term services and

supports, and their families. A person-centered system acknowledges the role of families or
guardians in planning for children/youth and for adults who need assistance in making informed
choices. To be person-centered means the following:

• trea�ng individuals and family members with dignity and respect;
• helping individuals and families become empowered to set and reach their personal goals;
• recognizing the right of individuals to make informed choices, and take responsibility for
those choices and related risks;

• building on the strengths, gi�s, talents, skills, and contribu�ons of the individual and those
who know and care about the individual;

• fostering community connec�ons in which individuals can develop rela�onships, learn,
work and produce income, ac�vely par�cipate in community life, and achieve their full
poten�al;

• promising to listen and act on what the individual communicates;
• pledging to be honest when trying to balance what is important to and for the person;
• seeking to understand individuals in the context of their age, gender, culture, ethnicity,
belief system, social and income status, educa�on, family, and any other factors that make
them unique;

• acknowledging and valuing families and suppor�ng their efforts to assist family members;
• recognizing and suppor�ng mutually respec�ul partnerships among individuals, their
families, communi�es, providers, and professionals;

• advoca�ng for laws, rules, and procedures for providing services, treatment, and support
that meet an individual’s needs and honor personal goals; and

• endorsing responsible use of public resources to assure that qualified individuals are
served fairly and according to need.

— As adopted by the North Carolina Department of Health and Human Services Long-Term Services and
Supports Cabinet

State services
systems must

consciously organize
their rules and

procedures to enable
person-centered

practices to flourish.
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System Characteristics for
Person-Centered Services and Supports
As transformation occurs, certain system characteristics emerge. These characteristics were
recently described by The National Quality Forum. They include leadership, planning, workforce
capacity, stakeholder participation and other elements that create an ever evolving person-
centered, organizational culture. The complete report can be found here.
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