
 
 

Moving Toward a ‘Person Centred Culture’ 
 
 

Max Neill and Helen Smith, PCP Coordinators, Central Lancashire 
 

 
Thinking Together about a Person Centred Culture 

 
On 28th April 2008, exactly 100 people from 36 different 
organisations across the Central Lancashire Area connected with 
the lives of people with learning disabilities came together to think 
about the possibility of a ‘Person Centred Culture’, what it would 
mean for us, and what we are being called to do in order to bring it 
from the future into the present.  
 
The day brought together self-advocates families, provider 
services and professionals, people from every section of the 
services, to create together a vision of how things could be 
different. Different parts of the ‘system’ were represented, and 
were able to link and communicate with each other in a way that 
was more capable of embracing the whole picture of people’s 
wishes and needs as citizens, and the way these are supported by 
our services. 
 
What follows is a reflection on the discussions and learning that 
occurred at the day:  
 
 
 
 



 
What led us to issue the call to gather and think a round the 
question of a Person Centred Culture? 
 
Experience and evidence from practice and research has shown 
that Person Centred Plans are more likely to be implemented 
where there is a culture that integrates Person Centred Thinking 
into its everyday work.  
 
However we are finding that in every area and in every service, there are 
conflicts and obstacles generated by the incongruence between ‘system 
centred’ and emerging ‘person centred’ practices, protocols and values, this 
could be caricatured as a conflict between ‘old’ and ‘new’ styles of service, but 
without conscious effort, new models of service provision can be just as 
capable of being dominated by ‘service-led’ approaches as older ones. 
Sometimes if we replace old institutional practices with new institutional 
practices, we are just shifting deckchairs around on the beach as the tide 
comes in, rather than finding genuinely new ways of understanding and 
delivering services. 
 
Genuine change is not achieved by destroying and creating services within a 
system centred mode of thinking, but by spreading and deepening person 
centred modes of thinking throughout entire service sectors. 
 
This means, that it is time for Person Centred Thinking Skills and Tools to 
belong to and be used by everybody connected with the lives of people with 
learning disabilities – not just by facilitators or coordinators, and that this 
adoption of person centred thinking needs to occur vertically as well as 
horizontally, as much at the top as at the ‘frontline’ of services. 
 
In recent years, those involved in developing  Person Centred Practices have 
created person centred thinking tools by ‘deconstructing’ the larger ‘whole life’ 
planning styles, and developing much simpler tools that are capable of being 
used and re-used in everyday life and work, rather than as one off ‘events’ 
every 6 or 12 months. 
 
Our vision of a ‘Person Centred Culture’ is one where these tools are 
everyday currency, owned by everyone involved in the lives of people with 
learning disabilities, rather than the property of a few highly skilled individuals. 
This would be a culture where listening and learning are built into the 
architecture of every service, no matter how big or small, a culture with deep 
values of respect for the individual, and responsiveness to what is most 
important to and for them, a culture that is not confined in a single service 
sector ghetto, but which has fruits to offer our wider community. 
 
 
 
 



What is a Culture and how do we change the culture?  
 
Anthropologists understand a culture as a set of processes which lead to 
outputs and give them meaning, and the social relationships and practices in 
which such objects and processes are created. A culture is ‘the way things 
are done around here’ , as Janet Lewin put it in her speech on the day, the 
collective values of a group of people, the relationships between those 
people, how they see the world and their own place in it.  
 
We all create and re-create our culture every day through the words we use 
and the work that we do, through what we find unacceptable, and what we are 
prepared to tolerate, what we see as worth working for, giving us meaning and 
purpose so that it is worth devoting human energy and natural resources to 
achieving. The culture is larger than any single organisation. Our culture 
belongs to all of us, and we all have a role to play in applying our gifts and 
skills to changing it where it fails to meet the needs and aspirations of the 
people it is meant to serve. 
 
We believe that slowly, falteringly, over the last few years, there is beginning a 
transition between what remains a largely system-centered and service-led 
culture, to one that is far more person-centered, though this has by no means 
been a smooth, simple or automatic process. The gestation and birth of a new 
culture could be as full of pitfalls and frustrations as the gestation and birth of 
a human being. 
 
The outputs aimed for by such a culture are more satisfactory, productive and 
meaningful lives and better connections with the community, supported by 
person centered practices. Person centered thinking tools used in everyday 
work are some of the building blocks of this culture, people, their circles of 
support, and flexible responsive services, beginning to form the complex 
network of relationships that are needed to sustain and safeguard such a 
culture. 
 
To achieve this fully however will require a translation of person centred skills 
and practices from a small number of individuals, to their wholesale adoption 
by people, services and communities of services. 
 
There are many engines that could drive this change. One will be the 
increasingly strong voice of people that use services, people who are 
increasingly no longer satisfied with ‘conveyor belt’ systems that stifle their 
options and lead to stultifying lives. Another rich source of change will be 
Individual Budgets and Direct Payments, giving people and the people that 
care about them most the financial clout to choose and direct how and when 
they are supported. A third dimension will be added by the creation of a layer 
of ‘Person Centred Thinking Coaches’ or ‘Champions’ right across services, 
people with the authority to encourage person centred change within their own 
sphere of influence, a person who knows a range of person centred thinking 
tools, and is teaching them to others in their team whenever natural learning 
opportunities arise. 
 



 
 
The three dimensions of Person Centred Change: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
It is the dissatisfaction of the person, their allies, including families and service 
providers with the status quo that provides the energy for change, as well as 
building the network of relationships that will safeguard the change. 
 
 More personalised methods of delivering funding provide some of the 
resources for change (other resources can come from the person themselves 
and the wider community). 
 
Person centred thinking uses and organises this energy and the resources 
available to direct the construction of better ways to deliver really good 
support for the person, support that moves the person toward their hopes and 
dreams, and keeps them healthy and safe in a way that makes sense for 
them. 
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How can we use Person Centred Thinking Tools to sup port a person 
better? 
 
There are a growing number of tools now available to help us think with the person and their 
closest allies about different issues in their lives. Every piece of planning or thinking we 
do, small or large, should lead to some kind of pos itive change for the person, and to 
further thinking. 
 
Beginning with a focus on the person’s gifts and skills, what people like and admire about the 
person is essential. 
 
Thinking with the person and their allies about what makes a good day and what makes a bad 
day for them, then think about how they could have more good days and fewer bad days.  
 
It’s also possible to think with the person about what their dreams and nightmares are, and 
how to achieve their dreams and avoid their nightmares. 
 
Sorting out what is important to the person and for the person and finding a balance that 
works. 
 
Thinking about what makes really good support for the person, support that keeps the person 
healthy and safe in a way that makes sense for them, helping them to achieve what is 
important to them. 
 
Information from all these tools can be gathered up to put together a One Page Profile around 
the person. 
 
This can be developed using ‘What’s Working and What’s Not Working’ so that it leads to a 
set of actions and further thinking 
 
Depending on the key issues affecting the person, a whole range of thinking tools could 
potentially be used: 
 
Describing what is important to and for the person in an important routine 
 
A communication chart exploring what the person is saying with their words and behaviours. 
 
A relationship chart exploring who are the important people in the persons life 
 
A decision making agreement 
 
A person’s lifeline 
 
A person’s achievement story 
 
An exploration of the person’s citizenship 
 
The learning log, keeps the planning alive and relevant to today. Builds learning into everyday 
work. 
 
A person Centred Review, 
 
A PATH MAP, PFP or ELP 
 
As different tools are used to explore different parts of the person’s life, they are built up into a 
‘Person Centred Portfolio’ or ‘Person Centred Description’ of the Person. 
 
 
  



 

 
 
People queue to sign in at the Person Centred Culture Day. 
 

 
Peoples thinking around the question ‘What have we achieved?’ 



Speakers at the day: 
 
Speakers at the day gave brilliant examples of what Person Centred Thinking 
can achieve. 
 
The day was opened by a group of people that use the ‘Linkability’ service, 
talking about how they had used the Matching Tool and a user-led recruitment 
process to interview and appoint new staff. 
 
Speakers from Social Services talked about their experience of using Person 
Centred Reviews, a method of conducting reviews that puts the person’s own 
priorities right at the top of the review agenda. 
 
A speaker from Paragon described how they had totally reviewed their 
paperwork to incorporate person centred thinking tools, and to make them 
directly accountable to the person. 
 
Chris talked about how he had used person centred thinking and planning to 
make changes in his own life. 
 
Mary Lawrenson talked about Person Centred leadership; having the passion 
to listen to what is trying to happen then doing what is required to bring it into 
reality. 
 
Janet Lewin from Australia talked about her experiences of touring the UK and 
seeing many different kinds of services. She was particularly impressed that 
family members could lead person centred planning, and would take this back 
to her service in Australia. 
 
 
In the afternoon, we used ‘World Café’  guidelines to conduct a mass 
conversation about what a Person Centred Culture might mean. 
 
The guidelines for World Café  are: 
 

·  Slow down so you have time to think and reflect 
·  Listen to understand 
·  Contribute your thinking 
·  Speak with your mind, and heart 
·  Facilitate yourself, and others 
·  Focus on what matters 
·  Play, draw, doodle 
·  Listen together for patterns, insights and deeper connections 
·  Link and connect ideas 
·  Have fun! 

 
These would be great guidelines for any piece of person centred thinking! 
 
 



 

 
 
Questions we need to ask 
 
John O’Brien always emphasises the importance of asking the right questions, 
he suggests that a good question does not necessarily have an easy answer, 
but forces us to keep thinking and striving for change. 
 
There are important questions that we need to keep asking and keep 
searching for ways to answer them. We need to think hard about what the 
best questions are to help the person move toward a better life, and to help 
our culture move toward person-centredness. 
 
 
 



 
Person Centred Teams 
 



 
 

 
Some of the complexity of the culture 
 
 
 



 

 
What would a person Centred Organisation look like? 
 
 
 
One person suggested ‘like a large lump of play-dough!’ 



 
More features of a person centred organisation: 
 
 

·  It would know it’s purpose and what it can offer others 
 

·  Leaders and decision makers know the people that the organisation 
supports 

 
·  Everyone at all levels of the organisation understands the need for a 

person centred culture – Person Centred Thinking is a core part of 
everyone’s role, and not just an ‘add on’ 

 
·  It would have lots of person centred thinking tools in it’s box 

 
·  It’s a community issue – not just provider-commissioner 

 
·  It continues to evolve – it is fluid and learning 

 
·  A group of individuals working to one purpose, but remaining 

individuals 
 

·  Not precious about it’s own resources, sharing for the good of all 
individuals 

 
·  I have my say, I interview my staff, I’m involved in big and small 

decisions 
 

·  Culturally appropriate – sensitive to people’s values and faiths 
 

·  One voice at a time – listen, learn, discuss 
 

·  People get out more! 
 

·  Open, unafraid of mistakes, we enjoy taking risks together! 
 



What a person centred culture could be like for people that use services 
 

 



 
Thinking about obstacles, and how we can overcome them. 



 
Obstacles and how we can overcome them: 
 

·  Lack of Champions 
·  Sometimes people don’t respect me because I have a disability 
·  People telling me what to do 
·  No follow through 
·  Too many meetings – not enough change 
·  Stereotyping 
·  Sharing what works in PCP between house and day service 
·  Too much paperwork 
·  Fear of changing routines 
·  Sometimes people with a learning disability aren’t allowed to party, and they should be! 
·  Ignorant people that think I am incapable of doing things for myself 
·  The ‘creative’ end product can frighten some people – not recognising the true concepts of Person Centred Planning 
·  I’m not used to making choices, help boost my confidence 
·  People who assume it is an ‘extra’ part of their job, leading to reluctance to change 
·  Celebrate our successes and achievements 
·  Get motivated, go out and sell PCPs! 
·  Keep it simple! 
·  Education and Training to staff, family members, anyone involved in the person’s life 
·  Needs to be a real shift in thinking, People with Learning Disabilities need to see that they are in control of their lives and 

choices 
 



 
Valuing People NOW 



 
 
Bringing it all together. 
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