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RELATIONSHIPS BETWEEN
A DEVELOPMENTAL DISABILITIES COUNCIL AND STATE SERVICE AGENCIES

Andrew S. Halpern

The Developmental Disabilities Services and Facilities Construction Act was
designed to provide states with a broad responsibility for planning and implemen-
ting a comprehensive program of services for developmentally disabled people.
The Act also authorizes the provision of formula-grant funds to stimulate the de-
velopment of facilities and services that are not adequately provided within the-
existing network of public and private agencies.

In order to accomplish this mandate, each state and territory is expected to
create a Developmental Disabilities Council. The legislation requires that member-
ship for such Councils be drawn from three different groups: state agency per-
sonnel, consumer representatives, and "interested third parties." The rationale
for such membership requirements is to facilitate dialogue between the providers
and consumers of services in the process of developing a plan for comprehensive

service delivery.

Since a DD Council must include representatives from a variety of public ser-
vice agencies, it becomes an intriguing and complex problem to identify and im-
plement appropriate relationships between the Council and the state agencies
which provide a part of its membership. Before examining the problem directly
and suggesting some possible solutions, it will be useful to review briefly the
major roles and responsibilities ofa DD Council.

Major DD Council Responsibilities

The primary responsibility of a state DD Council is to prepare annually a com-
prehensive plan for meeting the needs of the state's developmentally disabled
citizens. In order to accomplish this task effectively, a Council must be aware of
both the demand and availability of services throughout the state. Where gaps
exist between need and resources, the Council's annual plan should be directed

toward narrowing the discrepancy.

The annual cycle of developing a state plan can be further described in terms
of three interrelated activities: planning, influencing, and evaluating. Planning
involves the establishment ofgoals, the assessment ofheeds and resources, the
identification of gaps in service delivery, and the selection of objectives which are
aimed toward the achievement of the goals. Influencing is the vehicle through
which a council implements its objectives. Lacking direct control over most
agency programs, the Council engages in activities that will encourage the re-
sponsible agencies to improve the delivery of services in accord with the goals
and objectives of the state plan. Evaluation involves an assessment of the extent
to which the objectives of the state plan have been accomplished. Evaluative in-
formation leads to the selection of new objectives, and the cycle begins again.



A DD Council will be successful in attaining its objectives only to the extent
that it is able to establish and maintain effective relationships with the state service
delivery agencies. What does this mean when one-third of the members of a DD
Council are also employees of the very state agencies that the Council is attempting
to influence?

A Conceptual Dilemma

This ambiguity with respect to the roles of individual Council members leads
to an organizational ambiguity as well. Is a DD Council advisory to or in some
sense a part of the state agency structure? There are many facets of this apparent-
ly symbiotic relationship. Each of these facets has the potential for weakening the
identity and diminishing the effectiveness of a DD Council.

The administration of DD Councils has taken a variety of forms in different
states around the country (Stedman, 1973). In some states the Council has been
designated as either, part of a single state agency, such as the health division, or
as part of an umbrella agency, such as a department of human resources. In some
states, the administration of the DD Council has been assigned to one agency, and
the administration of the DD formula-grant program to another. In other states,
the administration of the Council has been assigned directly to the governor's
office.

Each of these administrative alignments offers the potential for conflict of in-
terest. Does the Council's staff work only for the Council, or are there pressures
to conform to the policies and demands of the administering agency or office? To
what extent can the Council advocate for the policies and programs of agencies if
these are in conflict with the governor's attempt to balance his budget? Are the
state agency members of the Council free to vote their minds, or is their function
to protect the interests and policies of their agencies?

There are no clear and unequivocal answers to these questions, and the re-
suiting ambiguity has made it difficult to delineate clearly the relationships be-
tween DD Councils and state service agencies. Perhaps as a result, in part, of
this dilemma, there has been an unfortunate tendency of many DD Councils to view
themselves simply as a state agency, concentrating all or nearly all of their efforts
on the administration of the formula-grant program. When this happens, it is fre-
gquently accompanied by a neglect of the major resources that are available within
any state for developmentally disabled citizens--namely, the resources and pro-
grams of the major state agencies.

Some Possibilities for Meaningful Relationships

The potential for conflict of interest within members of a DD Council will be
alleviated if the Council focuses attention upon its true mandate—the state's total
delivery system. Ifand when this occurs, it becomes even more essential to es-



tablish good working relationships between the Council and the various state agen-
cies. Assuming that such relationships can be established, there are a number of
specific activities that should be considered by DD Councils as they develop their

work plans.

Service Objectives. More than 50 distinct services are provided to develop-
mentally disabled citizens by various agencies, both public and private, within
a state (Halpern and Farah, 1974). Each of these services can be evaluated on
three different dimensions: Quantity, quality, and effectiveness.

The quantity of any service is adequate when it can be obtained by those who
need it without undue difficulty or delay. Achieving this goal is very difficult be-
cause it involves the coordination of efforts among various agencies, the accurate
assessment of need for any given service, and success in the competition for limi-

ted resources.

The quality of any service is measured by the adequacy of standards which
are adopted for that service, and the degree of compliance which agencies show
with respect to the adopted standards. The effectiveness of any service should
follow whenever quality is high. Effectiveness is, however, more difficult to
assess since it involves the specification of expected client gains and subsequent
measurement to ascertain whether or not the gains have been realized.

DD Councils can play an important role in helping to conceptualize what is
needed to improve the quantity, quality, and effectiveness of services that are pro-
vided by the state agencies. |If a careful analysis of the service delivery system is
made along these three dimensions, the DD Council can propose specific objectives
for the agencies to adopt in their own future planning. If these objectives are rea-
listic, timely, and built upon a foundation of the best available information, there
is a chance that the agencies will view them as an asset rather than a liability to

their own process of planning.

Agency Budgets. In most instances, the only way that service objectives can
be accomplished is through their incorporation into appropriate agency budgets.
Each state agency has a distinct set of procedures that it must follow in the devel-
opment and implementation of its budget. Although these budgets can be monitored
and influenced at several points throughout the fiscal year, the potential impact is
greatest during the time that the agencies are formulating their budget for presen-
tation to an umbrella agency, the legislature, or the governor. If a DD Council can
influence state agency budgets during this critical formulation stage, the potential
impact should greatly exceed the total value of the DD formula-grant allocations.

New Legislation. Agencies are frequently unable to improve or extend services
to developmentally disabled citizens because of restrictions or inadequacies in exis-
ting state legislation. DD Councils should study this legislation carefully, and be
prepared to support the introduction and passage of new laws that would improve
the service delivery system for developmentally disabled clients. Such support




can be more effective than an agency advocating for its own programs, since the
Council is less vulnerable to an accusation of self-serving advocacy.

Service Standards. For better or for worse, service standards are frequently
imposed upon state agencies in the form of either suggested guidelines or enforced
regulations. Such standards can greatly improve services when they are well
formulated and, conversely, can lull people into a false sense of security when
they are poorly formulated. For example, the standards that are developed by
various states for the operation of community residential facilities are likely to
contain health and safety regulations since these are probably familiar to most peo-
ple and have already been implemented effectively within some agency structure.
But unless standards for client training are also introduced, the full expectations
for community residential facilities are not likely to be realized.

There are many instances in which the development of service standards within
generic agencies could fall short of what is needed for developmentally disabled
clients. DD Councils should monitor this activity closely, and work with the state
agencies toward the development of more appropriate service standards.

Client Data Banks. Neither the quantity nor the effectiveness of services can
be accurately monitored without the assistance of well functioning client data banks.
Such data banks must be capable of storing and retrieving information about the
services that clients need and receive, as well as the outcomes of these services.
Only this kind of information will permit DD Councils to accomplish accurate
planning and evaluation.

Although there is a project of national scope currently in progress which
addresses the problem of developing an appropriate format for client data banks
(Eyman, 1975), the management of information in any given state will depend ulti-
mately upon motives, constraints, and resources of the state agencies that collect
and use the information. Since DD Councils will need this information, they must
establish and maintain cooperative agreements with the appropriate state agencies.

Most state agencies at this point in time do not have Well functioning client
data banks or highly sophisticated management information systems for processing
the data they do possess. DD Councils might benefit greatly by assisting relevant
agencies in the development of these tools, perhaps even utilizing some of the DD
formula-grant funds for this purpose. With the utilization of DD funds" to provide
some of the impetus in this area, it is likely that the end product will not neglect
the information needs of the DD Council. Furthermore, the goodwill generated by
such a gesture might increase the willingness of the agencies to share information
candidly with the Council. A word of caution is in order here to balance the en-
thusiasm that can be engendered when considering the potential of technical data
systems. That caution has to do with protecting the individual from either data
mismanagementand/or abuse. For example, citizens must be protected against an
invasion of privacy or being trapped in a data system track which bears a label
that endures for a time after the needs for services cease. While it is beyond the



scope of this paper there are good resources that address these issues. (Pascal,
1973 and Secretary's Advisory Committee, 1973).

Applied Research. There are numerous problems within the service delivery
system for, developmentally disabled citizens that do not stem from a lack of moti-
vation, legislative authority, or resources to do the job well. The basic problem
is ignorance of how to provide services most effectively.

This ignorance is not necessarily abstract or theoretical in nature. There are
many concrete and practical questions that should receive at least tentative ans-
wers through research before launching major revisions in the service delivery
system. Once again, the current movement toward deinstitutionalization provides

us with a useful example.

It is likely that a great deal of money will be spent during the next decade for
the purchase and staffing of community residential facilities for developmentally
disabled citizens. Ifwe are to insure that this money is being well spent, we need
answers to a number of important questions. What is the smallest number of resi-
dents that can be placed in a single home if that home is to remain economically
solvent? Is this number constant, or does it vary as a function of geography,
client age, or level of client disability? What kind of personnel are needed to
staff these homes, and how can they best be trained?

In seeking the answers to these and many similar questions, a DD Council
could be in the position of assuming a leadership role. One aspect of this role
might be the identification of the most urgent problems that need to be resolved to
improve the delivery of services to DD clients within a given state at a given time.
The Council might also solicit and endorse research proposals which address the
critical questions, perhaps using DD formula-grant funds to support those that
are most important. If the Council works closely with relevant agencies through-
out this process, another bond of mutual trust and appreciation should be added

to their relationship.

Summary

There is little doubt that DD Councils have been established, in part, to pro-
vide a check and balance mechanism for the state agencies that provice services
to developmentally disabled citizens. The relationship between the Council and
the agencies is complicated, however, by the fact that many Councils are adminis-
tered by a state agency, all the DD formula-grant funds must be administered by a
state agency, and at least one-third of every Council's membership consists of re-
presentatives of the state agencies that are to be monitored by the Council.

This organizational symbiosis makes it extremely difficult for a DD Council to
establish a clear and separate identity. The monitoring of state agencies should be
attempted in the role of collaborator rather than adversary, for if the lines of



battle are drawn, then the agencies will probably, attempt to frustrate if not smother
the independence and creativity of the Council. At this point in time, the agencies
appear to have sufficient political power to accomplish such a task.

In spite of these somewhat unusual organizational and political realities, there
are a number of ways that a DD Council can relate effectively to the state service
agencies, if the foundation of this relationship is trust and collaboration. Several
aspects of such a relationship have been identified and described.
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