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Abstnct 

Recent efforts to achieve full community integration for 
individuals with developmental disabilities have focused on the 
use of informal support networks in the community rather than on 
traditional service agencies. This article uses a case study to 
compare and contrast this "natural support" model with a tradi­
tional service delivery model. The values underlying both models 
are presented. 

Natural Support: A C.ase Ex.ample 

Policy and best practice recommendations in the field of 
developmental disabilities advocate full community 
membership- persons with developmental disabilities arc 
encouraged to be a part of daily activities with their peers who do 
not have disabilities, family members, co-workers and generic 
community service providers. Recently, efforts to achieve full 
community integration have focused on utilizing approaches that 
emphasize informal networks of support within the community, 
rather than traditional agency and professional service providers 
(e.g., Developing informal support systems. 1991; Mcfadden &c 
Burke, 1991; Smull &c Bellamy, 1989). This shift to a "natural 
support model" involves identifying family members, relatives, 
friends, neighbors, co-workers and other community members to 
assist individuals with developmental disabilities to become full 
members of the community. Such an approach provides a more 
flexible, less intrusive, long-term solution to meeting the needs of 
individuals with developmental disabilities. In addition, because 
there is Jess reliance on professional service providers, the natural 
support model may be more resilient in the event of funding cuts 
and staff shortages than a service-oriented model. 

One area that exemplifies this shift from a service-oriented 
approach to a "natural support" model is in the area of supported 
employment. Typically, job coaches are hired to provide training 
and support to the employee with a disability. The job coach 
analyzes the tasks, teaches them to the employee and monitors 
employee performance across time. While the job coach model has 
been successful in assisting persons with disabilities to maintain 
employment in integrated job settings, there have been negative 

outcomes as well. For example, it has been observed that job 
coaches actually may interfere with an employee's full integration 
into the work setting by fostering an overly dependent relationship 
with the employee (Nisbett &c Hagner, 1988). 

The "natural support" model offers a solution to this problem by 
involving co-workers, supervisors, family and friends for initial 
and ongoing training and support. Employers may require 
technical assistance from a service agency, but the goal is to 
integrate the individual with a disability into the job setting with a 
minimum of artificial supports. Such support originating in the 
work place provides a level of independence and integration that is 
not possible with an "external" job coach, and has the additional 
benefit of providing a natural means of developing personal 
relationships. 

With its emphasis on family and community support, the 
"natural support" model provides an opportunity for individuals 
and families to look beyond existing service programs and develop 
individualized programs to meet their specific needs. Rather than 
trying to fit an individual into established service programs, the 
"natural support" model allows individuals and their families first 
to identify their needs and long-term goals. A program plan based 
upon these goals is then developed that will meet their specific 
needs; such a plan may require resources not provided by existing 
service programs. The emphasis that is placed on personal choice 
encourages individuals and their families to become equal partners 
with human service professionals and agencies in developing 
solutions to issues affecting their lives. 

The shift to a "natural support" model will require a change in 
how we think about providing for the needs of persons with 
developmental disabilities and their families. We must examine 
our values and beliefs about who is capable of living in the 
community and how we can best achieve full community integra­
tion for these individuals. This article is intended to facilitate this 
process by contrasting the current service-oriented model with a 
"natural support" model through a case example. The case study 
centers on Mark (not his real name), a 24-year old adult with Down 
syndrome who lives in a group home with seven other adults with 
developmental disabilities and two full-time adult staff members. 
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Issues in Mark's life are presented in Table 1 with examples o(how a service-oriented versus a "natural support" model might address each 
issue. The values associated with the two approaches are listed below each issue. 

Table 1. Contrasting values and approaches in the service versus support model 

Issue: Mark initially requires on-going supervision to complete his job tasks in a timely m.;1nner. 

Snvlce Pamdlgm 

Value: 
lndrpendenc" 

Taok·Focuoed Outmmes 

A job coaoch I• hired to provide on·th.,.job training for Mark. Th" job coach 
analyus the job tasks, obsttv"" M&rlt'• perfonnance, and Identities rnethoda 
to Ina....., th" rate and acc:uncy of Mark'• job performance. Mark Is v..rbaUy 
reinforttd by hla job aNch for lnaeHlng his rate and skill levels. He tt1n1ln1 
on-lh.,.job with Muk unUl the staled objectives are met. ~ the job coach 
iuv ..... Muk haa difficulty malnl.tlning his performano: at the required level. 

Support ra .. dlgm 

Values: 
Interdependence 

Peopl" Focuoed Outcoma 

Mark job coach works to enlist the aupport of penoN In Mark'• work mte to 
help Mark aucettd In his job aulgnrnenla. There 111 ... emphaals on 
lnaeamng Mark'• work rate and more emph11ls on building work 
relaUonahlpt. A fellow employee Is ldenUfled to help Mark llay focuoed on 
job tasks. In addition to being an ongoing aouro: of on-th.,.job aupport for 
Mark. the employee helpt co-work.en who have lltUe or no eiq>ertence with 
penon- wtth developmental disabUllles to undenland and lnlcnld with 
Mark. 

Issue: Mark has participated for some time in training programs to use public transportation independently but he often becomes 
distracted by people and activity around him, and forgets to get off at his bus stop. 

Scn'lao Paradigm 

Valu""' 
Individual PartlcipaUon 

Artificial Support• 

A training program Is developed to teach Mark how to use the bu1 
lndcpmdenUy and function aa an Individual bua ridtt. Mark'• job coach rides 
the bu• with him, tapping Mark'• arm when It 11 time to puU the "atop" 1lgnal, 
Aa long 11 he Is reminded by his job coach, Mark rcmemben to pull the 1lgnal 
and exlta the bua at the arrect atop. 

Suppoot PaNdlgm 

Valun: 
Network Linkages 
Natural Supporla 

Mark' a job coach acknowledges the need for Mark to have ranlndera to exit 
Iii<! bus at the cornet point• and to expand the network of 1upporl to Include 
th<! bus driver. The job coach works wt th Mark to Inform the bus driver of his 
atop a1 he geta on the bu1. The bua driver agree& to help Mark, and, In 
addlUon, ldcnUfla ..,.,era! regular ridera who agree to remind Mark when the 
bu1 11 n"aring his stop, In the event that there 11 a change In bus driv..r or 
rldero, Mark carries a card with hi• bu1 ad\edule and emergency phatt 
nwnben. Mark's job coach rides the bus ..,veral more II"""' lo auppcin the 
bus driver and othtt regular riden In th"lr rol"" to remind Mark Wha\ to exit 
the bus. 

Issue: Mark's case-manager has identified recreational activities, particularly on weekends, to be a particular need of Mark's. 
While Mark's weekdays are busy with work activities, weekends are generally boring for Mark who has developed limited 
friendships in the neighborhood. 

Scrvtc.. P<Hadlgm 

Value: 
S...Vlce-Baed Approad\ 

Provide Solutlona to Problems 

Mark'• ca..,.manager locates the nearest fadllty with a weekend ttaeatlonal 
program. Unfortunately, It II not within walking dl1lanoe of Mark'• group 
home, ao the ca..,.manager arnng"" for Mark'• parenla to pn>Vlde 
tran1portatlon lo and from the reaeatlonal program. 

Support Pamdlgm 

Valu"": 
FamUy..ccntered Approach 

Support Individuals to Solve Problem& 

Mark'• family playo a key role In planning for his need1. Together with h11 
a1e manager, they gather a group of consumen and famWn In the 
community to meet with the director of recreational oervlcn to cotabllsh 
weekend programs In the community, The famW.,. ... tabllsh a carpool for 
their chUdrc:n, ao well aa for other Individual• In the community who nttd 
tran1portatlon to the recreational fadllty. 

Issue: Mark has dear preferences about working, but he often does not have choices in the types of work activities available to him. 

Sen'lcr Paradigm 

Values: 
Right lo Participate 
Prescribe Programs 

Mark' I vocational tr•lncrt and case manager advocat" for Mark's right to 
participate In vocaUonal activities In the community. Th"Y select appropriate 
job mt .. for Mark and Introduce him to the people In each program. 

Support Pandlgm 

Valun: 
Right to O\OOM! 

Cholc"" In Programs 

Mark' a ase manager wocl<s to lncrcaae Mark'a range oi choices In dally 
acUV\tla. The vocational trainer and case manager work with Mark to 
Identify h11 work prd'rrrnttS. A number of potalble joba are dlacuued with 
Mark. He Is as1isted In selecting 2·3 poealble mies and then lntervkwl for 
each position. 
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hsue: Mark has had a number of job placements that have not worked out, lnrgly due to communication difficulties. 

Value.! 
Program Detenninat!on 

lnatltullonaUzed f>rogn""' 

M•tk'• J'">IP'-m I• delcnnlned by profewwlonaJ. who ~- • <:<nnplcte 
•peed\ and langu•ge evalu.tton. Aller a rcfanil to the •perch and h~artng 
clinic:. Iha pl'ofeeelonal t.am delennlnee lhat Mark needll opeech lher•py lo 
lm.p-av. ht• •rtladathm fl:Jr •pedfiC WQrd• and to cnmpl.-Clf brief c:onv.,.._t:lana 
wtth CD-"Worken. He •• enrolled ln twtat weekly •peed\ therapy lor UU. 
purpc>e•. 

Value11: 
SeU·0..1"'""11v.llon 

lndl~"•llaed/PerwonaliEed Programo 

Mark I• prean.ted with Iha '"""e that hla comm,.nicallon with other people i. 
unclear. Hl• aupport team. con. .. ling a! h1ll lab o;,.dt. ca.e TI'Yln.ga-, ex>­
worka,. aupc!r"t~ .. and n.tural 9\lpport leader (ldc:n.Ulled by Mark> t..lk wtth 
Mark abo\it hi• •peed\ and aak him If he would Ilka help lo •peak mON 

dearly. 1f he agreee, the Ulam wt.11 •••lat M•t"k Ln •taC:lS'lg the typetJ (>f 
conununlicalion ma.l hnport..nt t.o him. auch aa aaklng direc:Uosw wha\ ht! .. 
!oat. talking to people at work, and Hking for help on-the-job. A apeec:h and 
langu:•ge aupport plan wou.ld them be: developed to ..... ,Mark communicate 
moni dearly tn the araaa that he aelect.. 

bsue; Mark worked In a community job setting, but W'lls released because hi• aodal behaviors were unacceptable to his employers. 

Valu•: 
Speaalized Se~galed l'rogno'"" 

Mark l• tralnad in a .. &ftp led ~ting to a .. urirr that hi• behavior l• 
m.nage•ble before he I• p1"c:ed In a convnunity Job. Mark'• .,._manager 
worka with the l>ehavlol' opeaaliwt to d.velop • J'">IP"'"" lo lnawaM 
appropriate behavt.on that will h.•lp Mark be more euc:ceeatuJ In hill next 
community job placemenL 

Suppon Paradis"' 

v.i .. .., 
lntegnted ProFama 

Mat'k .. tr•lated tn N.• •ctu..1 job •ettlng. Mark•• ca- manaaer worb wtth 
Mark and hla employer lo Identify condltlona that contribute lo Mark'• 
l>elwvlor J'">bi...n.. Mark'• •"pport team (etnpl")'...-. C<>-WOl"l<en) work 
tog•I~ to ad.apt hi• •d>edW. and adlYll._ lo pnrvenl lnappropl'late or 
unaec.ptabl• ""'""Y....,., and to ndnfol'Clll powlUve "behavtore. 

IHuc; Mark's regular contact with people Is limited to hb care home provider, housernates, job a>ach, bu9 driver. work supervisor, 
and coworkers. 

Serv•ce Pasadl91n 

Value: 
u .. Technlcal ll><pert8 

Sped•H•lll an hired to ••Wt Mark In learning the ek.111• he need.a to work., uaa 
tranoportaUcm. manage hla :mo....y, m.lnl.aln aeU .,...., oond"ct d•lly living 
choree. and Interact •ppl'oprilltely with other people. Hi. job coach I• 
te11po..,,.tbl• fD'f' b'atnlng M•rk ln •ll pf th... are••·•• they relate IP getting to 
work on ti1n11 and comph:!!tlng hia work. ~ prore..tonat. are conmulted 
and occa•ionally intcnct wjth Mark to ••11cM and d~cdop h1a .oc:t..1.. 
l•ng\l•ge. and recreation •kilt.. 

Conclusion 

The issues faced by Mark and his family are typical of those 
confronted by adults with disabilities. The "natural support" model 
presents an alternative approach to addressing their needs by 
allowing and encouraging them to look for assistance beyond 
existing service programs to informal community supports. By 
focusing on building community relationships and supports, the 
"natural support" model recognizes that informal support relation­
ships can accomplish the same goals as more formal service­
oriented approaches. Rather than accepting that existing services 
are the best and only solution to meeting one's needs, the family­
centercd approach advocated by the "natural support" model 
grants the family the freedom of choice to develop alternative 
solutions to meet their specific needs. Individuals and families 
assume an active role in life decisions and build upon existing 
resources in their own neighborhoods and communities. Addition­
ally, the "natural support" model increases opportunities for 
interaction between community members and persons with 
disabilities. For persons without disabilities, exposure to persons 
with disabilities serves to build positive attitudes and to reduce 
barriers to full integration. 

Suppon p....,dla., 

Valur. 
Build Re1"11onahlpo 

Matk'• ,,._ m.nager worka lo ""J>and the number and quality of Mark'• 
cont.eta wllh people In hlo home, work. and community who wtU aaelol Mark 
to complete ...,... .. ry dally living taoka and, perlwpo, l>ecome hi• frtendo. 
The natW"al le•den ln e•ch ol Mark'• envtroninenta aTe euppcwtad by hi. )ob 
coach •nd work aupervt110r who, In tun'\. tnl(Jnn otherw of Mark•• preeen~ 
•nd pc>lcmtlal need for aoalatanai lo complei. neceoaary l.aob. Theae 
envtrunml!ftta U.dude, but are not ll1nUed to, the }ob-.Ue.. insbUc ewinvning 
pool, Mark'• f•vorlle la•C.- laod re.\aunnt.. and local groa:ry •lore. 
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