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A few months ago I was part of a discussion about the social lives and circumstances 
that many people—including people who have disabilities—experience.  I thought about 
ways to illustrate a common situation that faces many who are regular users of human 
services.  Then, I remembered. 
 
About twenty years ago, when I was part of two fairly large-scale and ambitious training 
projects in Ohio, I visited developmental disability programs—and the people who used 
them—in many parts of the state.  My intention was to teach local (mostly) professionals 
ways to carry out the explicit promise we made to people with disabilities and their 
families:  that we would design and carry out “programs” unique to each person who 
used services.  We have always promised that we would approach the work “one person 
at a time.”  I tried to carry out my intention by helping local folks learn about what has 
come to be known as “person centered planning.  Local professional staff would 
somehow select (we helped them think about this) a number of people with disabilities 
and families who agreed to take part in “personal futures planning.”  The planning 
session would either include or be preceded by a conversation with a family—or with 
others who knew the person well—about “who is in this person’s life, right now.”  We 
used Beth Mount’s “Relationships Map” as a template.  I probably facilitated or took part 
in more than a hundred such conversations over a period of several years.  I usually 
produced the photocopy-able records of those conversations.  And, a few months ago I 
remembered that those copies were still in files in my basement, not having been looked 
at for nearly twenty years. 
 

 
 



So, I took them out and looked at them.  It turned out that I had fifty-one (51) relatively 
complete records of personal futures planning conversations, including the relationship 
maps.  I decided to count the reported relationships attested to on those maps, within 
the rough categories of relationship “types” that we had used originally.  Then, I divided 
the totals of people represented on all maps in each category by 51 to find an average.  
Here is an image of what I found. 
 
Now, I make no claim that this is research, in any formal sense.  I note, though that 
these 51 people lived in many different settings (cities, small towns, rural) and in 
residential situations ranging from families’ homes to large “ICF-MR” settings.   People 
who came to the planning meetings were:  the persons who were the foci of the 
planning, each person’s family and friends, and local service personnel who worked with 
the person and/or knew the person well.  So, I assumed then (and think that assumption 
holds up now) that planning-groups were the best possible authorities at the time on the 
relationship-lives of the people who were at the center of each group’s activity and 
attention. 
 
On average, these people had 2.41 “friends”—people closely involved in their lives who 
wanted such involvement and who were neither related to the focus persons nor paid to 
be with them.  2.75 other citizens (again, unpaid, but more distant and less-engaged 
than friends) were part of the average relationship pattern.  And people had nearly 8 
family members with whom they were connected.  But, the average person’s life was 
awash with paid human service workers and other people with disabilities—with whom 
they were grouped by organized services and with whom they  (very likely) had little in 
common other than a disability categorization.   
 
This image is all about separateness, not about belonging to or in a community.  If 
someone is engulfed by others said to be “like” her/himself and by yet others who have 
temporary and often-distanced relationships to her/himself, there will be little time or 
space for other connections.  And that’s particularly true in an “us and them” world like 
the one in which we’re currently living.   The image above depicts a formula for isolation 
and loneliness, the products of segregation.  Enforced separateness is the enemy of 
community.  There’s no getting around it. 
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