Redefining Community

John McKnight 3s director of com-
munity studies ot the Cemter for

H was in 2 simall New Frghnd wown that 1 first vadersteod the

limils of community services. The 10wn was located i a state
~

with one ol the most homane and propressive systems for sery-

ing prople who are labeted developmentally disalled, Very few

Urhan Affairs ond Palicy

Reswarch, end Iy profaitar of

were in large insliutions, small group homes had profifenied,

cammupication studles and urben  ooioroc workshops were being dismantled, und a sesious elfort
tairs of Northwastern

Univerlly.

was widerway in the schools 1o Dring labefed children intg 1lie
vegular classrooms, In this town, | Qnm. taken 0 2 group home
for prople Iabeled developmentaily disabled. The home was
physically indlstiinguishalske from the aller louses on the street,
Living in the house were five middle-aged men, most of whom

had Jived in this residence for nearly ten years.
Tt was with considerable pride that an agency director and
© public official 100k me to visi these men, They wanted me to
see how thele cliems were “a pant of the community® and the
benclickuries of an cffective progsam of
community services. When the opportunity
cane o talk o each of 1the men, |ingused
abosit thedr Bves, expericnces, and redstion-

ships in the 1own. To my surprise, the

response of vach man ouade dear that dwey
had wimest o social /dationslips with dwir
aeighburs or the other cllizens of the nwa,
None of them coultd Identify o elose foca

friend or netghbor, and aone were involved

1y kind of arga.
nlzation, asseclation, or civh. When ! asked the stall members

whuther they knew of any social relationships the men lid in
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the community, ihey were umable 1 fcle neify
any olhoer than a few shopkeepers,

Later 1 leamned, by talking with other pen-
ple within the state human-service system, Hen
he isokated citewmsiances of these live men
tended ra be the rife mtlicr than e excep-
tinn, Nonetheless, they weee describied as
"deinstitionatized,” as being “ia the conune-
nity,” and receiving “community services.
That was when | frst realized that afl of (s
comminity lanpaape ohsatred the hasic faet
il these men were completely dsolwed from
commudity while surrounded by community
services,

Cne wontlers how it is possible, in a sawll
town of 5600 people, w find a wpical house
and have five residents live there for ten years
wlihen any efleclive community selationships.
Yel, mmman-service systems desigaed o pro-
vide what are called ‘conuaunity services”
oficn have manaped do just ihat,

Perhaps the ixsue can be clarified by defin-
tng “community sesvices™ more acenricly,
would not want o supgest that theee sire ser-

viees that will
ty.” Rather, 1 nwean tn point oul that services
peovicked dnsmall tncal phaces sawld no e
wlled community services M Hiey e not

ke prople pan of communi-

invelve peoph in community rela
deed, what are now called “comvmunity ser-
vives” ape ufien e mntor faiders 10 iwolve-
ment i e commmnity, ks say, then, thag
the systein e this stle: Bs now providiog focal
servdces, net coommunity seevices, Amd that thy
reloratfon of Unise services w lecal plices has
fad almost wo poshive effect on the panivipa-
tion of labeled people in community life,

This Fuilure of infcgrtion cleardy limits the
lives of e Jabeled people themselves. ot 1l

Services providee in smeall local
Places shovld not be callod
contunity services i they oo
trof bivolve preople in

commnutily refationships.

exclusion atsor limits the experience ol loca)

ens. Most commmunily membwes e infre-
CHITE oppeatailics e b joined inovheir comi-
e file by penple who Jave been gisen one
of 1l labels estabdishicd by the senice indus-

iry. Inckeed, the conmnn lile of Newth dperiea

is so segregiled that e absence of exper-

ence with thiose who e excluded hoas ded

ouny citizens 1o degioe thar Jbsded poeopls

are somchow imappropriate for comaunity
life. Muny 1
praple are so incapx

Titlelent

o conw o Twlicve
wed Unn die
erally depead wpon separie aml expen nien-
tion. thwving aceepted this proposithon, most

lives k-

citizens bead fives in which dwey can only
ingine, never sev o Lk o, Bibeled poople,

Whet Is Communbiy?

mof kibeled people ime

Hewy gane incargser
commmmnity Jife e achicved? Hefore we van
respond 1o il guestion, we mes ask: What
thr we mean by commnmitg?

There is s aniversafly seeepted dedinition,
However, one s so praically wseful tar it
van heconie contid to dhe wank oF Wiose con-
cernvd abon the incorpozminn of Libeled pee-
Phe by conpmimity Kk,

n relerring ke an undherstanding Bk om

by Alexis de “Toguevile, the Freneh count who
visited the Pblcd States in 1389, What he
fonned weas 1l g
a soviety differet rom the one ey knew In

ropein settlers wene ¢

FEurnpe: commonities formed aromnd an

unenstoniry sovial fvention—small gronps of

connon cilizens coming 1opether to form
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vitality in assncimtional activity, Based upon
these connections, they aee able to make a
varkely of contacta quickly hecause "they kaow
prople who know ollier people.” This is why
most puitdes come front conmmunity life rather
thien service systems. A person interested in
human services can spend money and receive
teaning kst wilk give that person 1he capacity
1o fix others. There ks, however, no school,
priegeam, evrriculum, or money 1hat can oon-
nect 3 person 1o assecitiona] community fife,

The third common cliaracteristic of commu-
nily guhles is that they achieve their ends
Decause they are trusted by thebr communhy
peers, and nol because they have Institutional
authority. This point Is a conelate of the sec-
ok 1 puicles are well-connected, &t i because
they are Irusted. And that trust s the result of
their haviag invested their lives and commit-
ments In the lives of others in the informal
wel of sssociational He.

I working through a framewaork of st
the puitles o not Identily themselves with sys-
tems, They o aot say that they are from the
Pepartiment of Memal Deliciency, Division of
Experhmentailon, Bureau of Community
Programs. insiead, they say, “I'm a friend of
your stster Mary, and she sald that | shoukt ask
your ahowt the choir that you direct. T have a
fricnd who loves to sing and has a beautilu]
voice, amd 1 1hink that you might %%e to have
her in your choir” In this way, the guide i
imroducing a person who is excluded based
on her capacity to sing. She is making the
introduction theough a relationship with a
trusted 1elatlve, She is seeking engagement of
1he excluded pesson in an association of com-
ity Jife—a lfocal choir. In two sentences,
the guide iz abte to bring togethes the capacl-

ty, the connecivdaess, and the trust shat are
the visible prhways imlo community life,

The founh cliaracteristie of almeast alb com-
muntly guides is that they belicve strongly 1hat
the comimunity is a seservoir of hospiRality 1l
is waitingg Lo e oflered. 11 is their iob e fead
somenne by ask or that hospilality.

This helief in a hospitable community )5 a
erifical ingredient in the work of successful
guides, Thwir vivacious expoctations of suceess
make # clear that they are “making an offer
you can't refuse” when they introduce an
excluded puerson to a ditizen active in assocka-
tiona! life. They are not apologetic ar begging
o7 asking lor chasdty or help. Insiead, they ae
enhasiastically presenting the gilt of onc 1o
the hospitality of 1he other,

In our experience, we have foumi that
guldes' helici in a hospitable community is
wel founded, Indecd, many guides find shels
belief in 1he comsmunity grows even preater as
they consistently flad that there is 2 hroad
community readiness to incorporate people
who have been excluded. This is not to say
that every person in cvery ncighbothood is
hospitable—we all know Lthis is not the case.
But the guldes we inteevdewed repont that the
great majusity of people they have encoun-
lered are receptive and apen 1o diversity. It is
the obylcus sk of the guide 10 relaie to this
part of the community rather ihan focus on
those who are negative or resisiant.

Unlortunately, many people in buman-ser-
vice systems have had negalive experiences as
they have sried to paraclute smali instintions
called group homes into neighborhoods.
Frequently, the focal residents will resist this
professtonal vision of "ecommunily inlegration.”
However, the very same neighbors, asked to
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Effective guides incorpa-
rade af Jeust five elements
in their work:

L. They focus on the gifts
ond copocities of people who
have been excluded.

2. They ore well-connect-
ed in essodiotional life.

3. They ore trusted by
their community peers. '

4, They believe strongly
that the community is filled
with hospitufily for persons
who have heen exduded.

5. They teazn to leave the
scene so thot the communily
o respond and extend its
hospitality.

et and invelve one percon mamced Sam

led, will weboome 1
collective Tite, fust as every ingdisidaal bas
capseitios andd defivienuies, evens conmsunity
lees sprieadity amel sejections. A vommiunity
ity el

pwithe knows the terrin of bos

avnids the mewnaing of rejection

A il charscesstic of moas olfedive com.
munity puitles s that thoey bearn it they must
say polhiye o the person ey goide into
community life. This is a3 natoral slep,

they o

Noretheless, mos guitles report §

fisermtl 1t in onder Tor the Tullness of com-

munity hospitafity e be expressed and e
excluded porsan 1o be wholly lncorpuraied as
a vitkzen they must leave the seene, They are

perides, nos servans.3

Policy Pathes 1o Inclvsion

While most guides e prople who do net
neet "policies™ w guide them and e, in T,
wnsure of whal a pedicy s, there are those in
syslemia who aced policies in ortder 10 under-
stiut practice, Fer such policy and system
openalives, il is possible 0 sumsrize the cle-
menls of the work of miides in the Foliowing
policy stailement: Tt is our palicy o reduce
depeidence on lingan services by docreasing
inlerdependence in comnmmily life througls a
focus om the gifis and capacitics of people
ve been excloded from community like
Because of their labels”

Contained In this policy statenemt s the
recopnition that there are many dependency-
creating human services. &t is (hose services
that the guides atterpt 10 replace wihh associa-
tionat Jife. However, U is st chear that theee
are D services thay te pot create depen-

who
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