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[Excerpt]      The promise of community living 

 

 

Long before there was a human service system, there was community.   

Community living is not a new idea.  It’s how people have organized themselves down through 

the ages, in households and neighbourhoods, villages and tribes, cities and towns.  We humans 

are social creatures.  Our identity as individuals is inextricably tied to our membership in 

community.  Community living is our birthright.  We don’t make a conscious choice to be in 

community, it’s just the way things are.   

The word community is derived from the Latin cum (meaning with, or together) and munis 

(meaning gifts). Simply speaking, community is about people coming together to share their 

gifts.  Who wouldn’t want to be part of that! 

When we think of community, we think of the places we share with the people we love.  We 

think of home.  We might also think of communities of choice, or communities of practice, 

such as a professional community, a religious community, the arts community, and so on.  The 

advent of social media has further expanded the concept of community.  Just ask anyone under 

the age of 30 about their experience of community and chances are, social networking will 

figure prominently in their response. 

There are obvious benefits to community membership – a sense of belonging, identity, security 

– but there are also responsibilities, both to other individual members and to the community as 

a whole.  There’s an expectation of contribution, a collective concern for the wellbeing of the 

community, as we see when people come together to help each other rebuild after a natural 

disaster, or to console one another after a tragic event.  Renowned community builder and 

author John McKnight defines community as “a social space where citizens turn to solve 

problems.” (McKnight, 1995).  It’s about giving of ourselves when we are able – helping our 

family, our friends, our neighbours – and trusting that when we need help, they’ll be there for 

us.  It’s a reciprocal arrangement.   



 

 

Occasionally we hear of someone opting out of community in favour of a solitary life, but this 

is by no means the norm, and most of us wouldn’t entertain such an option.  More often, when 

people leave community it’s because they’re forced out.  Being expelled from community for 

violating the rules or for some act of betrayal is the ultimate punishment by a community 

against one of its members.  Our yearning to belong, to be included in community, is so strong 

and so fundamental to our sense of self, that to think of losing our standing in community 

would be devastating for most of us.  If I’m not part of the community, where do I belong? 

But for people with developmental disabilities, community living has not been the norm.  Their 

presence in community has not always been welcome.  Throughout history, people with 

developmental disabilities have been removed from community, not for violating the rules but 

simply because they were different.  They’ve been incarcerated in institutions, relegated to the 

margins of society, hidden from view – and rarely with any objection or awareness even on the 

part of other community members.  They’ve just been quietly sent away.  It’s been such a 

common and accepted practice that until very recently the question of allowing people with 

developmental disabilities back into community has sparked heated debate, and sometimes 

outright hostility.  Neighbourhood resistance was a significant obstacle in the early days of the 

institutional downsizing projects, in B.C. and elsewhere.   

The service system attempted to allay some of this resistance by investing in new programs and 

services designed specifically for people with developmental disabilities, focusing on physical 

integration as a first step toward community living.  Social integration, it was assumed, would 

just naturally follow as communities came to accept people with developmental disabilities as 

their neighbours and fellow citizens.  Over time, the separate, formal structures would start to 

open up, the gap between us and them would be lessened, as the informal structures we all 

depend on in community – the sense of reciprocity, the goodwill of our fellow community 

members – would just naturally be extended to include citizens with developmental disabilities.  

Ryan would get to know his neighbours, they’d offer him a ride if they saw him standing at the 

bus stop, and in return he’d pick up their mail for them when they went on holidays.  It would 

all unfold naturally, over time, as it does for the rest of us.   

That was the plan, anyway. 



Welcome to service-land 

The human service system expanded rapidly through the 1980s and 1990s, fuelled by the 

assumption that disability-specific services were the key t

Somewhere along the way, we came to believe that a good life for someone with a 

developmental disability meant having lots of services: a residential service, a day program, 

specialized transportation and recreation s

community integration, but in reality, they often had the opposite effect.  Instead of being a 

bridge to community, they replaced it.  Services that were intended to be temporary or 

transitional became permanent.  People who had been promised community living when they 

left the institution had made it to the edges of community, but weren’t taking that last big step 

into it.  

 

The service system came to be a kind of closed community unto itself 

O’Brien called it.  The expectation of voluntary, reciprocal relationships and shared 

contribution that have been the cornerstone of community life through the ages

an expectation of specialized services.  People could come into adult services and spend the rest 
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of their lives surrounded by people who were paid to be with them, in environments that were 

designed especially for them – and not just the people leaving the institutions, but young people 

who had grown up in community.   

Ryan didn’t get to know his neighbours, because Ryan only ever went out with the rest of the 

people from his group home, in a special van.  There was never any need for the neighbours to 

offer Ryan a ride.  The natural opportunities for extending a helping hand didn’t come up.  The 

reciprocal relationships we anticipated rarely materialized.  

The promise of community living wasn’t that everyone would have a program.  It was that 

everyone would have a life in community.  That’s not to say people might not need services, or 

that it’s wrong to have paid people in one’s life.  It’s just that services should augment the 

typical experiences and opportunities that are available to everyone, not replace them.  Paid 

supporters should enhance and support natural relationships like family, friends and 

neighbours, not supplant them.  Communities need to see people with disabilities as individuals 

with gifts and contributions to offer, whose presence in everyday places is enriching for 

everyone, and not see them as an imposition, or a separate group needing to be cared for in 

separate places: 

“Every single person has capabilities, abilities and gifts.  Living a good life depends on 

whether those capabilities can be used, abilities expressed and gifts given.  If they are, the 

person will be valued, feel powerful and well-connected to the people around them.  And the 

community around the person will be more powerful because of the contribution the person 

is making.” (Kretzmann & McKnight, 1993) 


