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The word "choice" has come into fashionable use in services and politics. This
article describes what it means and its importance to people who have
disabilities, It also looks at assumptions which are made about "choice” in
relation to social role valorisation, and the conflicts which may occur. Keywords:
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Rehind the \gmrd_ - cholce

"Behind the word” is a new item in the news-
letter. In each one¢ we'll be taking & closer
look st a word that is often used in services,
but deserves a little more thought., Sugges-
tions on words which descrve this treatment
will be welcomed., We start this month with
the word “cholce™.

in services and in politics, “choice”™ s now so
[ashionable that i is almost beyond guestion.
*Consumer chioice” s the slogan lor much govern-
ment policy, and “individual cholee™ is the notion
that has created IPPs and all the other sysleins
[or planning scrvices arourid

individaal need. When a word

for services, Bul the response must be (o stragple
with the dilemma, not 1o run away {from it shout-
ing slogans about choice {or slogans aboud nor-
malisation for that matter). Although it isni
guaranteed. the struggle may find an answer.
Does the person on the streeis really want to be
there? Or are they escaping the restriclions of
services., and taking control of their life, in the only
way which is apen to them?

It can be tough for service workers to stay with
that dilemmna. Whole service agencles fingd H even
more uncormfortable. And the current accent on
consuinerisin is giving themn a
way to avoid i A decade ago,

acquires that sort of cull status,
and s casually thrown around,

it is time to gquestion the way it

i~ heing used,

“Choice™ 1s certainly very impor-

: : . values."
tant for people with learning

"The agency which puts
'‘consumer choice' as the
guiding principle has not
escaped a commitment to

services for people with learning
difficultics were persuaded
(largely by CMH/VIA) to face up
to the [act that every service is
based on a set of values. So il
becaine comimaon practice to
state the values of the agency «t

dilficuitics, for two main rea-
sons. First of all, we can argue
that most of us have a wide range of choice ooy
Hives - abaut how we spend ous tine, what we
huy, the people we allow into our home. People
with Jearning ditficutties have the saime vight to
choose. Bual, alongside this argomment hased on
rights, VIA has another set of ideas and beliels
which also give importance to choice. People who
have been socialty devalued are Teft with lew
choices - cspecially choices between socially
valued oplions. Conversely, people whao do have
valued status express and allin that status by
making choices: "Where shall T go on haliday this
year?” “What car shadl T buy?” "Which restaayant
shall we eat 419" Making these choices not only
demonsirates that the person has access (o o
range of socially valued roles, bul also that they
have control over their own lives. S0, when
people make choices ol this kind {hey can chiange
(e way in which they are seen by ether people -
and that s a cendral part of the principle of nor
malisation.

Anyorse who hias made a real ellort to apply the
principle of normalisation will have lonnd that 1i
isnl always éasy. One reason is tal normalisa
tion (Social Role Valorisation) has uany facels,
and choice Is only one of theonn Condlicls 1oay
occur. People who are given choices sometines
take an oplion which is nol socially valued. 5o,
for example, someone who leaves an institution
may choose to Hve on the streets.

A sifuation fike that presents a very real dilemina

the beginning of policy docu-

_ ments. Often there was a
comrmmitinent - at least on paper - Lo services bascd
on the principle of normalisation. Lately, however,
nealth and soctal services have begun 1o avoid
such commitments, instead clalming that they
“only” support individual choice. The argument
they are beginning to olfer is that & coomnitiment to
nornakisation is al best an irrelevence, and al
worsl an obstacle to individual cholce.

It's a false arpgument, and it needs o be chal-
lenged. Firstly the agency which puls “consumer
choice™ as the guiding principle has not escaped a
commitment to values: Consumerism is an ddeol
ogy ilsell, resting on a whole sel of assunptions
about the relationship between the markelplace
and the individual Secondly, those assianplions
don't apply to publicly hinded services - and the
case management model promoted by (he govern:
ment aclually serves (o make sure they don't _
apply. Thirdly, people with learning difllculties are
iy a4 very weak positlon to use consumer power,
partly as a result of disability but more impor-
tanily becanse they have been devalued and dis-
empowered by Broad. historical processes which
cannol be put right merely by some fechle con-
sumerist platitudes. And lastly, those historical
processes have always biased the options for
people with learning diliculties towards scgre:
gated instilutions, A compensating bias is re-
quired i social services policy. 1t's only through a
commitment to normatisation that people with
learning difficuliies have any chance of getting a
fair choice.
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