Dissent from Consensus

Bureaucracies and regulatory control systems undermine important social
innovations such as person-centred planning.
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This short paper, written in response to a technical change in US regulations
for Medicaid (the system that funds most disability services in the USA), may
seem irrelevant to the concerns of those of working in other countries.

But itis not irrelevant; it's a profoundly relevant expression of our ongoing
efforts to live as citizens and to escape the growing ‘cogworld’ of systems
and regulations that aim to control us for our own good.

The authors are some of the leading designers, thinkers and practitioners
behind the brilliantly helpful concept of person-centred planning. Person-
centred planning is a way of thinking, listening and facilitating that has
inspired positive change in the lives of people with intellectual disabilities (in
US terminology people with developmental disabilities) and many more.
However putting such an approach into the hands of a bureaucracy has had a
profoundly negative impact.

For instance, as the authors put it:

“The Interim Report puzzles us by enumerating an exhaustive list of
facilitator competencies. None are objectionable but the collection as a whole
is daunting. Although we have practiced for years, often with good results,
none of us could claim all these proficiencies. In a complicated world, the
qualities of a good facilitator seem to us a simple matter. Someone who
approaches people with deep respect, presumes competency and seeks
possibility, listens with curiosity and compassion, finds a way to host



conversations that suits them and learns to do a bit better with each
experience, encourages deliberate action, and only makes promises they can
keep will be a good enough facilitator. These are qualities of character and
commitment to learning that are passed on through membership in
communities of practice rather than transmitted through curricula.”

There is a dual puzzlement here. The innovators are puzzled that the
bureaucracy believes it can convert a shared human craft into a set of rules to
be followed, incentivised and double-checked. The bureaucracy is puzzled
because that is the only way it knows how to implement good practice. This
paper is not quite an elegy for person-centred planning - its value and
practice will continue in the hands of those who love and understand it. But it
is perhaps an elegy for the seeming impossibility of human beings and social
movements to engage intelligently with bureaucracies. The authors can see
that once the system has decided to ‘incorporate’ person-centred planning
within their system they seem incapable of respecting its true nature. It is like
trying to write rules for Van Gogh - an impossible contradiction.

In the UK we have a different system, and our system’s dalliance with
person-centred planning is now in the past. Now abusive institutions,
regulated by our national regulator, talk easily about person-centredness
and person-centred plans. They see no contradiction between abusive and
isolating congregate care services and the idea of being ‘person-centred’.
Governmental enthusiasm for person-centred planning has helped make a
small number of person-centred planning trainers wealthy, selling other
people’s work as their own, but we are now back in the desert, trying to
figure out how to start again.

One conclusion we might draw from these contradictions and challenges is
the importance of building our own community to share, develop and protect
helpful practices from thoughtless bureaucracies and those who seek to sell
them.
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DISSENT FROM CONSENSUS

A Response to the NQF Person-Centered Planning & Practice
Interim Report

The National Quality Form (NQF) has been funded by the Federal Administration
on Community Living (ACL) and the Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services
(CMS) to provide a consensus based definition of person-centered planning,
outline a core set of competencies for facilitators, and identify the ways systems
can suppert person-centered planning which includes a framework for quality
measurement within person-centered planning.

NQF has drafted an Interim Report and is seeking public comment. You can

son_Centered Planning and_Practice.aspx

As the title of this paper suggests, for reasons we describe, we have to stand
aside from the consensus proposed in this report.

Our sense is that trends in the health care industry will result in system adoption
of definitions and practices like these, if in revised form. We can't imagine how
to stop the train carrying medical-administrative mindsets and measurements
even deeper into the lives of people with disabilities (though we are eager to
hear other's ideas about how we might). Our confidence remains where it has
been for the past generation, in those people and organizations who find ways
to make as much space as possible to co-create the way to more of a good life
with people, families and fellow citizens.

We did decide against letting this report pass unremarked. Our emotional re-
sponses to the denaturing of person-centered planning that we see expressed in
this report energized thoughts and discussion that are summarized in the pages
that follow.

We intend this as a simple statement of differences in understanding rather than
what would amount to a request to rethink the project as a whole.

We share this with the idea that our reflections might interest you. Please feel
free to make use of it as you choose.
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