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THE STATE PLANNING AND ADVISORY COUNCIL
ON

DEVELOPMENTAL DISABILITIES
Donald J. Stedman

The Council on Developmental Disabilities is a unique organization which was
required in each state by federal legislation passed in 1969 (PL 91-517 The Devel­
opmental Disabilities Services Act). State executives responded tathe require­
ment that both a planning and advisory Council and an administering state agency
be designated to develop and implement a comprehensive plan for the developmen­
tally disabled in each state. The federal law further stipulated that 1/3 of the
Counci I members be consumers. Council formation and the first state plan resulted
in a federal formula grant to the state for the planning functions.

Unique structures and functions, varying from state to state, were developed
and implemented in an effort to assist the Council in meeting its responsibi lily to
develop and update a comprehensive plan. There are alternative ways of struc­
tU'ring and operating Councils, anyone or combination of which could be success­
ful in assisting the Counci I to meet its goals and objectives. However, there
appear to be some common denominators and central features requi red for apparent­
ly successful Council operations around the country.

There are three basic considerations:

I) There must be an effective internal Council organization
acting upon clear goals and objectives with sufficient staff to
implement operational strategies.

2) There must be adequate Counci I communication linkages with
other structures in the state and region, particularly the admin­
istering and implementing state agencies designated by the
governor.

3) The organizational placement of the Council, the implement­
ing state agency, and the positional relationship between the two
have an effect on the extent to which the Counci I can engage in
adequate information gathering, planning and strategy devel­
opment, follow-through on recommendations, and adequate
monitoring and evaluation of implemented service programs.

Each existing state Counci I on Developmental Disabi lities is now in some stage
of development in its move towards the best structure and function to accomplish
its advisory and planning mission. None is yet as fully effective inits operations
as it might like to be.
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State DD Council Organization and Operation

While there are many variations from Council to Council on internal organiza­
tion and makeup, there appear to be five major components of an efficient and effec­
tive Council that need to be included in order to meet its goals and accoIT'plish its
mission. These components could be the responsibility of standing committees,
Counci I-staff functions, or combinations of each. The major components of the
Council include (1) planning and evaluation, (2) information and liaison, (3) pro­
gram strategies, (4) resource utilization, and (5) ~core coordinating and direction
unit (Chairperson, Vice Chairperson, Executive or Steering Committee, and Full­
time staff). Figure 1 provides a simple diagram showing these major components
and functions clustered around a central committee with support from full-time
staff.

The planning and evaluation activity is a primary component of the state DD
Council operation, since the prime mission of the planning and advisory Council
is to develop and update a comprehensive state plan. Another critical function is
information and liaison activity which assures the acquisition of the information
and data necessary to develop a plan and the necessary communication linkages
to disseminate information about the plan. It also assists in the necessary liaison
activities to implement the Councils' recommendations so that the plan can be
carried out successfully.

Program strategies form a third important feature. It is here that many state
Councils are now placing their greatest emphasis, even in the absence of a well
articulated planning and evaluation activity or of an effective communications sys­
tem. Program strategies in this context mean the selective development and sup­
port of demonstration programs around the state to initiate, link, enhance, or make
more accessible needed components of a set of comprehensive services for the de­
velopmentally disabled. It also relates to the importance of assisting the implemen­
ting state agency in its efforts to select and carry out strategies that wi II accomplish
the plan developed by the Council .

. Fourth is the resource utilization activity which focuses not only on develop­
ing and increasing economic and human resources from outside the state, but
more especially on developing better uti Iization of existing resources from the
variety of state agencies and organizations already available within the state. The
development of new legislation that would provide the economic foundation neces­
sary to develop and iIT'plement the comprehensive plan is an important aspect of
resource utilization.

Finally, central committee, chai red by the state Counci I chai rperson and assis­
ted by the staff, should guide the total Council and its major components towards
the goals and objectives set by the Counci I. The committee should make such
necessary adjustments from time to time as may be necessary to accomodate to the
various other sources of influence and opportunity encountered in the process of
implementing a comprehensive service plan.
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Council Communication Linkages

The developmental disabilities concept is essentially a functional concept de­
veloped around certain common service needs and should not be confused with
other labeling which refers primarily to a syndrome or a specific handicapping
condition. One of the central features of "developmental disabilities" as an admin­
istrative or program development concept is that it requires a tandem arrangement
in each state which forms either an effective "Gemini" arrangement or an ineffec­
tive "Cain and Abel" arrangement. By this is meant that whi Ie the Council has the
prime responsibi lity for the development of the comprehensive state plan, its up­
dating, and the forwarding of that plan to the regional and federal offices, the
implementing state agency is of equal importance and has an equally critical respon­
sibi Iity (often legal) to select from alternative strategies those best methods of
implementing the plan through its own program development and program evalua­
tion procedures. Neither the Council nor the implementing state agency alone~
do the job. Both must work in synchrony, orchestrating thei r activities and plans
in such a fashion that the two, working together, taking into account each other's
resources and constraints, can effect a major change on the landscape of services
for the developmentally disabled within their state. The absence of such a work­
ing relationship is a sure symptom of a serious problem that augurs poorly for
the handicapped within that state. Counci Is and state agencies around the country
are in varying degrees of interaction, from excellent to insufficient at this time.

Figure 2 depicts a diagram of the tandem arrangement described above. The
DD Council and its staff and various Council committees and special task groups
must maintain effective liaison and communication not only with the implementing
state agency and its special components, but also with the governor's office, the
HEW regional office, the legislature, other state agencies, and, to some extent, the
federal agency (DDD) and the National Advisory Counci I on Dev<llopmental Disabil­
ities. More recently the development of the National Conference of DD Council
chairpersons and staff di,-ectors has provided another communications mechanism
between states.

The prime linkages, however, are within the state, and an over-emphasis on
liaison and communication with structures outside the state might deplete the re-

. sources of the Counci I and undermine its effort to develop and implement an effec­
tive comprehensive state service plan. One of the basic defects in situations where
either Councilor state agencies are less effective than they desire to be, is the
lack of a systematic communication and liaison system between these major elements.
Council chairpersons and staff directors should carefully develop and implement,
on a continuing basis, the information and liaison activities necessary to acquire
information for planning and decision-making, maintain liaison with similar activ­
ities elsewhere in the state, disseminate the products of the work of the Council
and assist in moving the recommendations towards the executive and the legisla­
tive processes within the state that would assure their effective funding and im­
plementation; all in concert with the state administering agency.
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Alternative Organizational Placements of State DD Councils-----

One primary factor which helps determine the effectiveness of a state Council
is its organizational placement within the structure of its own state government.
Another critical factor is the rrotivation, energy, and competence of the people
and their ability to acquire the necessary information and to develop the clear and
appropriate goals and objectives required to develop the state plan and to recog­
nize and maximize the advantages of their current structural relationships, what­
ever they may be. Council objectives must be communicated effectively to those
components of the state organization that will help assure the implementation and
administration of the state plan.

There are at least six organizational placements currently occupied by state
Counci Is around the country. Figure 3 indicates these varying positions. The
specific placement is partly a function of the organization of state government be­
fore the planning and advisory Councilswere appointed by the governor. Some
placements are the product of recent reorganization of state government.

Placement.l shows the Counci I attached to the governor's office with a heavy
communication and liaison relationship to the governor-designated administering
stateagency. Here the primary communication is with the governor's office which,
on the one hand, may provide some political and informational strength but, on the
other hand, may limit the effectiveness of the Council in working with structures
"below it."

Placement 2 shows the Council attached to the administering state agency (A)
(perhaps the most prominent arrangement) communicating with other implementing
state agencies (I) and the executive branch through the staff of the state agency.
Communications and interactions between the Council and other components of
state government and special organizations around the state are either informal or
effected th rough thei r representation on the Counci I.

Placement 1 shows the state Counci I attached to an "umbrella agency," a pro­
minent new feature of the reorganization of some 20 state governments. with heavy
(but not exclusive) communication with the administering state agency which is a
component of the umbrella agency. This is, in the author's judgement, the pre­
ferred arrangement.

Placement ~ shows the Counci I attached di rectly to the administering state
agency communicating through this agency to the umbrella agency and from there
to the other major components of the state organization and the governor's office.
Such an arrangement is cumbersome and full of political traps and communications
problems.

Placement 5 shows the rare situation in which the Counci I is attached to a state
agency which is not the designated administering agency. One variation is a
Counci I attached to one of two state agencies which have both been designated as
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FIGURE 3
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the administering-implementing agencies for the state. This arrangement clearly
results in communication and planning problems because of ambiguous relationships.

Placement 6 shows the attachment of the Council directly to the governor's office
with no communication with the implementing state agency. The Council operates
relatively remotely from agencies and from other planning and advisory councils
which may be attached to the administering agency by law. This can develop a
situation which may deplete the resources of the Council and frustrate its attempts
to develop and implement a state plan.

A variation on several of the above placements is brought about when the DD
Counci I is a component of, or associated with, a larger or different planning body,
such as a comprehensive health planning counci I.

Developmental Stages of State DD Councils

There are varying organizational configurations within DD Councils around the
country. There are varying degrees of interaction between Councils and the admin­
istering-implementing state agencies from state to state. It is equally obvious that
there are varying stages of development in which one wi II find a state Counci I at
any point in time.

Based on observations of the current state Counci Is, a model has been developed
to portray the developmental stages of DD Councils and to characterize those stages
as they relate to the mission of the Council. The conceptualization is based on the
author's subjective assessment of Councils, as supported by colleagues working
with him in the field.

There are four levels, or stages, of development:

(1) primitive
(2) competitive
(3) advisory-collaborative
(4a) the affi rmati ve-advocacy or
(lfb) the power brokerage

(see Figure 4)

In the primitive stage, some states appear disorganized with regard to both
internal <Jnd external organization and clarity of mission. Their plans and work
activities are sporadic and fragmented. There is little or no leadership, either
because of rapid turnover of membership, or insufficient motivation or competence
on thepart of the Council chairperson and/or membership and/or Council staff.
There is a plan on paper but the plan does not reflect the needs ofthe state or in­
dicate what could be implemented from the current statement of goals and objec-
ti ves. There is Iittle or no staff support for the disorgani zed and fragmented

9



Council arrangement. This is a critical stage and one in which the Council needs
leadership, guidance, and technical assistance of many kinds, principally organi­
zational development.

The competitive stage is characterized by considerable frictioh and negative
interaction among Counci I members, between the chai rperson and substantial
numbers of the membership or between the Counci I and the administering-imp le-

--l11enting state agency. Councils at this second level generally emphasize the de­
velopment and distribution of grants in order to pump resources into the mainten­
ance of already inadequate service programs. These Councils are only somewhat
productive, have a reasonable plan, and have some staff assisting the chairperson
and Council membership in the development and implementation of the plan. The
Council appears to be in a fairly interactive relationship with the administering
state agency, but there is continuous tension around the grant-giving activity
and the perceived competition that the Council represents, not only to the ad­
ministering state agency, but also to other state agencies in program development
activities.

The advisory-collaborative stage is characterized by a relatively well organ­
ized Council which has adequate staff. It has produced a good plan, and is con­
sidered to be productive in the sense that its plan is ciearly stated, is related to
a set of basic data characterizing the needs of the developmentally disabied within
the state, and includes a clear set of goals and objectives organized in order of
priority as determined not only by the Council membership, but also by the state
agencies and special interest groups in the state. This third stage is probably
the most productive configuration in directly meeting the primary function of the
Council, namely its planning and advisory function. It is often at this stage that a
substantial regional planning system may be initiated or developed.

The affi rmative-advocacy stage of development can be achieved from the advi­
sory-collaborative stage or directly from the competitive stage. Councils in this
fourth mode can become effective implementers of Counci I recommendations through
legitimate political action and creative communication of legislative needs and strate­
gies for service program development to both executive and legislative branches of
the state government; this, in addition to continued effective planning activities.

On the otherhand, Council membersh ip may be uneven in its interest and com­
petency, its attendance at meetings, and its point of view on major issues. It is
productive in the sense that it does gain the ear of the executive, the legislature,
and the state agencies in order to see the plan implemented. It is usu<Jlly well or­
ganized and has an excellent staff. However, the planmay not necessarily get
implemented if the major emphasis is on the political aspects of the Counci I's ~

function instead of its planning-implementing-evaluating-monitoring functions
which would help assure the establishment of effective services throughout the
state. Therefore, a maladaptive level can be an alternative form of Stage 4 beyond
the adVisory level in that it may not move towards the effective implementation of
its recommendations and plans. This "power brokerage" function can become a
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self-serving, non-planning activity which only serves to erode and undermine
previous plans and sidetracks the attention and energy of the Council away from
its primary mission. It provides no continuity across the years because it is tied
to a single governor or one administration.

A sequence of Stages 3 (affirmative-collaborative) to 4a (affirmative-advocacy)
might be perceived as the best set of characteristics for a Council, given the
assumption that the Council is to develop and assist in the implementation of an
effective comprehensive program of services for the developmentally disabled with­
in its state.

The use of a developmental stage model to characterize the different forms of
Councils does not require that Councils pass through all stages or that one stage
cannot be attained without having gone through the previous stage. Councils could
start at any stage on the continuum because of some special existing factors such as
experience of the chairperson, membership consensus, the agency, the staff, or
some combination of these. The most important thing is to bui Id steadily toward the
most effective level of function possible.

Summary

Much of this material is certainly debatable. One reason for this is that the
1969 federal legislation is deliberately nonspecific in its interpretation. This
vagueness can be seen either as ambiguity leading to no action or it can be inter­
preted as a golden opportunity to use the flexibility available to take the initiative
in developing a unique Counci I organization and activity pattern necessary to per­
form the advisory and planning functions within a given state. The latter situation
is the most goal-directed and productive in the long run. There does exist a cer­
tain ambiguity, but there is also great opportunity in the flexibility and openness
of both the developmental disabilities concept and the way that it can be acted out
and implemented at the state and local level.

In the long run, the proof of whether or not the developmental disabilities con­
cept is effective and productive will not depend on whether the federal legislation
was definitely written or interpreted, but will depend on the extent to which state
Councils and state agencies accept the responsibility and challenge and use the
flexibility available in orderto initiate and implement a unique, comprehensive
services plan within their own state.
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Editor's Note: This paper was prepared initially for a series of DD/TAS conferences
on State DD Council Roles. In the summer of 1975, this paper will appear in an
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Washington, D.C. 20015.
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