
[PERSONALIZED SUPPORT FOR PEOPLE WITH INTELLECTUAL DISABILITIES: FUNCTIONS AND TRAINING…]
SIPS - PEDAGOGÍA SOCIAL. REVISTA INTERUNIVERSITARIA [(2020) 35, 119-131] TERCERA ÉPOCA

Copyright © 2015 SIPS. Licencia Creative Commons Attribution-Non Commercial (by-nc) Spain 3.0

CONTACT WITH THE AUTHORS
MARIA PALLISERA DÍAZ. E-mail: maria.pallisera@udg.edu

PERSONALIZED SUPPORT FOR PEOPLE WITH INTELLECTUAL 
DISABILITIES: FUNCTIONS AND TRAINING OF SOCIO-

EDUCATIONAL PROFESSIONALS FOR SOCIAL INCLUSION
EL APOYO PERSONALIZADO A PERSONAS CON DISCAPACIDAD 

INTELECTUAL: FUNCIONES Y FORMACIÓN DE LOS PROFESIONALES 
SOCIOEDUCATIVOS PARA LA INCLUSIÓN SOCIAL

O APOIO PERSONALIZADO A PESSOAS COM DEFICIÊNCIA INTELECTUAL: 
FUNÇÕES E FORMAÇÕES DE PROFISSIONAIS SOCIOEDUCATIVOS  

PARA A INCLUSÃO SOCIAL

Maria PALLISERA DÍAZ
Universidad de Girona

Received date: 29.VIII.2019
Reviewed date: 21.IX.2019
Accepted date: 26.XI.2019

KEY WORDS:
professional 

functions
personalization
people with 

intellectual 
disabilities

training of 
professionals

ABSTRACT: The transformation of the institutional model of care for people with intellectual 
disabilities to the community-based and inclusive model generates new professional roles and 
poses challenges related to their training. The objectives of the research were: to deepen the 
role of professionals who offer support to people with intellectual disabilities from the per-
spective of personalization and the rights model; and establish the training priorities that en-
hance the development of this role. Qualitative research was developed based on interviews 
that were applied to 12 professionals selected for developing good support practices. The 
analysis was carried out through thematic content analysis. According to the participants, pro-
moting social inclusion and connections of people with disabilities requires completely per-
sonalized support formulas and correctly managing the partnership with community agents, 
where the socio-educational work scenario is established. Regarding training, the participants 
defended the need to base the training on the person-centered model, and on basic values 
of the educational relationship based on respect, trust and confidentiality. The importance of 
having the testimony and experience of people with disabilities in the training processes was 
also indicated. From the study carried out, there is a need to involve in the transformation 
of the support to the organization as a whole, promoting training activities that incorporate
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the rights model to the perspective of disability, and to transfer the scenario of support to 
the community. Concerning the training, professional competencies to evaluate community 
spaces and establish social connections that contribute to enrich the social relationships of 
people with disabilities should be strengthened.

PALABRAS CLAVE:
funciones 

profesionales
personalización
personas con 

discapacidad 
intelectual

formación de 
profesionales 
de la acción 
socioeducativa

RESUMEN: La transformación del modelo institucional de atención a personas con disca-
pacidad intelectual al modelo basado en la comunidad e inclusivo genera nuevos roles pro-
fesionales y plantea retos relacionados con su formación. Los objetivos de la investigación 
eran dos: profundizar en el rol de los profesionales que ofrecen apoyo a personas con dis-
capacidad intelectual desde la perspectiva de la personalización y el modelo de derechos; y 
establecer las prioridades formativas que potencien el desarrollo de este rol. Se desarrolló 
una investigación cualitativa basada en entrevistas que se aplicaron a 12 profesionales selec-
cionados por desarrollar buenas prácticas de apoyo. El análisis se realizó mediante análisis de 
contenido temático. Según los participantes, potenciar la inclusión social y las conexiones de 
las personas con discapacidad requiere fórmulas de apoyo completamente personalizadas y 
gestionar correctamente el partenariado con agentes de la comunidad, donde se establece 
el escenario de trabajo socioeducativo. En cuanto a la formación, los participantes defienden 
la necesidad de fundamentar la formación en el modelo centrado en la persona, y en valores 
básicos de la relación educativa basados en con el respeto, la confianza y la confidencialidad. 
También se indica la importancia de contar con el testimonio y experiencia de personas con 
discapacidad en los procesos formativos. Del estudio realizado se deriva la necesidad de 
implicar en la transformación de los apoyos al conjunto de la organización, potenciando para 
ello acciones formativas que incorporen el modelo de derechos a la perspectiva de la disca-
pacidad, y a trasladar el escenario de apoyo a la comunidad. Desde la formación se deben 
potenciar las competencias profesionales necesarias para evaluar los espacios comunitarios 
y establecer conexiones sociales que contribuyan a enriquecer las relaciones sociales de las 
personas con discapacidad.
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RESUMO: A transformação do modelo institucional de atenção a pessoas com deficiência 
intelectual para um modelo baseado na comunidade e inclusão ocasiona novas funções pro-
fissionais e desafios relacionados à sua formação. A pesquisa apresentou dois objetivos: apro-
fundar a questão do papel destes profissionais que oferecem apoio a pessoas com deficiência 
intelectual desde a perspectiva da personalização e do modelo de direitos; e estabelecer 
prioridades formativas que potenciem o desenvolvimento desta função. Desenvolveu-se uma 
pesquisa qualitativa baseada em entrevistas que foram aplicadas a 12 profissionais seleciona-
dos para desenvolver boas práticas de apoio. A análise foi realizada mediante análise de con-
teúdo temática. Segundo os participantes, potenciar a inclusão social e a conexão de pessoas 
com deficiência requer fórmulas de apoio completamente personalizadas e gerir corretamen-
te a parceria com agentes da comunidade, na qual se estabelece o cenário de trabalho so-
cioeducativo. Quanto à formação, os participantes defendem a necessidade de fundamentar 
a formação no modelo centrado na pessoa, e em valores básicos da relação educativa basea-
dos no respeito, confiança e confidencialidade. Também se destaca a importância de contar 
com o testemunho e experiência de pessoas com deficiência nos processos formativos. A 
partir do estudo realizado, evidenciou-se a necessidade de um maior comprometimento na 
transformação dos apoios ao conjunto da organização, maximizar ações formativas que incor-
porem o modelo de direitos à perspectiva da deficiência, bem como transladar o cenário de 
apoio à comunidade. Desde a formação, deve-se potencializar as competências profissionais 
necessárias para avaliar os espaços comunitários e estabelecer conexões sociais que contri-
buam para o enriquecimento das relações sociais das pessoas com deficiência.

1. Introduction

Attention to people with intellectual disabilities 
has traditionally been determined in recent dec-
ades by organizing social care based on institu-
tional approaches that have given users little con-
trol and have not sought personalized solutions 
(Duffy, 2011). The basis of this model is that users 
are passive recipients of the services and that pro-
fessionals know what care they need, attention 
that is organized and offered in an institutional en-
vironment. The institutional model began to trans-
form into community models a few decades ago, 
beginning in the Anglo-Saxon context, due to the 

incorporation of the social model in the concep-
tualization of disability that prioritizes the organ-
ization of support in inclusive contexts (Mansell 
and Beadle-Brown 2010). However, although the 
presence of people with disabilities in the com-
munity has increased, along with the progressive 
incorporation of person-centered approaches, lit-
tle progress has been made in increasing the par-
ticipation of people with intellectual disabilities in 
the community, the neighborhood and in society 
in general (Bigby, Anderson and Cameron 2018). 
People with intellectual disabilities (ID) continue 
to have fewer social connections than the gen-
eral population and other groups of people with 
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other disabilities (McCausland, McCallion, Cleary 
and McCarron, 2016). The support professionals 
seems to play an important role in creating op-
portunities to increase the social opportunities of 
people with ID; When professionals offer more at-
tention to people, they develop more community 
activities and receive support to establish social 
ties (Amado, Stancliffe, McCarron, and McCallion, 
2013; Verdonshot, de Witte, Reichrath, Buntinx 
and Curfs, 2009).

The Convention on the Rights of Persons with 
Disabilities (United Nations 2006) constitutes a 
turning point not only in the vision of people with 
disabilities as subjects of rights, but also in raising 
the need to distribute support taking into account 
the needs and requests of each person, based on 
the right to individual decision making. Similarly, 
the European Strategy on Disability 2010-2020 
(European Commission, 2010) underlines the pro-
motion of participation and accessibility, among 
others, as areas of action, pointing out the need 
to promote the transition from institutional assis-
tance models to community ones. With this, the 
need to rethink the way of distributing support is 
underlined, both from an organizational perspec-
tive and from the action of professionals respon-
sible for socio-educational action. That is to say, 
the concept of more personalized social services 
that enhance social inclusion in all its dimensions 
suggests new roles for users and professionals 
and is based on a change in the relationships be-
tween policymakers and consumers of the servic-
es (Jacobs et al, 2013, Moriarty, Manthorpe and 
Cornes, 2014).

Spicker (2013) introduces three interpreta-
tions of the concept of personalization: the first 
refers to individualized evaluation and responses 
(the idea of “tailor-made” services); the second 
is based on the expression of user preferences, 
rather than an evaluation process. Here, the us-
er’s choice, their demands and preferences, ac-
quire a preponderant role. The third model tries 
to reconcile professionals and users so that they 
work together in the management of risks and re-
sources. In the three models there is a transforma-
tion of the traditional service distribution model 
based on a vertical relationship between organi-
zation-professionals and users, towards a model 
that has the person at the center and is oriented 
as a result the decisions this person makes. Al-
though personalization can be criticized as being 
an individualistic philosophy, based on neoliberal 
approaches that place the “user” as an isolated 
individual and autonomous consumer (Williams, 
Porter and Marriott, 2014), authors such as Hou-
ston (2010) insist on the need to go beyond this 
conception and to recognize the value of social 

connection, and the interaction of the environ-
ment in the configuration and construction of per-
sonal projects. The personalization fits, according 
to different authors (Sowerby, 2010), in the objec-
tives of the professionals that are encompassed in 
the socio-educational intervention, among them 
the professionals of social education.

The new perspectives are incorporated into 
the social policies of different countries by config-
uring service / support models that tend towards 
or seek control by the person. Sowerby (2010) indi-
cates that offering personalized support requires 
fundamental changes in the welfare system. It re-
quires a transformation of the system at different 
levels: rebalancing objectives through the support 
of people so they can live the life they want; new 
financing and decision-making structures, open-
ness regarding resources and opportunities, new 
partnerships with people who want support, and 
a wider and more flexible range of local / commu-
nity options to choose from.

This transformation leads to a rethink of the 
role of support professionals. The professionals 
do not exercise their action within the framework 
of institutions and in group contexts, but rather, 
different social spaces (leisure centers, cafeterias, 
civic centers, training centers, the person’s own 
home) are configured as new scenarios to imple-
ment personalized socio-educational actions. So-
cial inclusion in its different dimensions (labor, re-
lational, community participation, etc.) generates 
new, ambitious intervention objectives. Therefore, 
new professional functions are configured related 
to strengthening the connection with community 
spaces (Duggan and Linehan, 2013) and the domain 
of competences linked to the analysis of commu-
nity contexts to identify sources of support and 
the design of strategies that allow people with dis-
abilities to expand their natural support network 
(García Iriarte, Stockdale, McConkey and Keogh, 
2016). However, rethinking the contexts, objec-
tives and methodologies is not an easy task, but in 
fact rather a challenge for support professionals. 
As commented by García Iriarte, Stockdale, Mc-
Conkey and Keogh (2016), the Convention on the 
Rights of Persons with Disabilities constitutes the 
framework for new professional roles that may 
conflict with institutional procedures and priori-
ties, so it is necessary to transform the perspec-
tive at all organizational levels so that the person-
alized support model, in inclusive contexts, can be 
implemented. The support offered by profession-
als is linked to their perception of the role, and 
concerns about the risks associated with the as-
suming of autonomy can limit the empowering ac-
tions of professionals (Duggan and Linehan, 2013; 
Windley and Chapman 2010). The competencies 
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that professionals need to support people with 
disabilities from a personalization perspective 
have hardly been investigated (Jacobs et al 2013, 
Moriarty et al 2014). Along these lines, Van As-
selt-Goverts, Embregts, Hendriks, and Frielink 
(2014) and Bigby and Wiesel (2015) indicate that 
research on community participation and social 
inclusion of people with ID should include study 
on the organizational and cultural context from 
which that support is offered (including the train-
ing of professionals and the management of sup-
port) to determine to what extent they enhance 
the development of social ties.

Therefore, it is necessary to address this issue 
in order to raise the possibility of training activi-
ties, both initial and continuing, of professionals 
who perform accompaniment functions for peo-
ple with disabilities. The objective of the research 
presented in this article is precisely to go into 
greater depth regarding the role of professionals 
who offer support to people with intellectual dis-
abilities from the perspective of personalization, 
the rights model and community inclusion, to es-
tablish the training priorities that enhance the de-
velopment of this role. This issue is of special rel-
evance in the Spanish context, where support for 
people with intellectual disabilities is organized 
according to Law 1/2013 on the Rights of Persons 
with Disabilities and their Social Inclusion follow-
ing a model that combines institutional care with 
some community-based initiatives. As Verdugo 
and Jenaro indicate in their report on independ-
ent living and community inclusion (2019), in Spain 
the emphasis has been placed on residential sup-
ports rather than those based on the community 
which foster people’s independent living and so-
cial inclusion. The report indicates that little pro-
gress has been made in deinstitutionalization and 
recommends implementing resources to develop 
personalized support for all people with disabili-
ties. Having more information about the functions 
developed by support professionals from models 
that prioritize inclusion and a personalized per-
spective will allow the training of these profes-
sionals to be properly focused, which should have 
an impact on the quality of support received by 
people with disabilities in their processes of social 
inclusion.

2. The role of support professionals 
for people with intellectual disabilities: 
research approach

Sowerby (2010) develops research focused on the 
role of support professionals in which he explores 
two dimensions: the type of relationship and / or 
support that allows people to gain control of their 

lives, and the changes that organizations can make 
to incorporate actions based on customization. As 
for the first, it underlines the possibilities of the 
Circles of Support (Burke, 2015) that include peo-
ple who are close and who appreciate the person 
receiving support in the distribution of informal 
supports, in a process led by the individual with 
disabilities. In addition, it argues that all people, 
regardless of disability, have preferences and 
should be able to express them, so it is a task of 
the support person to find a good system to ask 
the person what they want, help them understand, 
and be able to interpret the answer. It is necessary 
for the support person to spend enough time with 
the person receiving the support to get to know 
them and learn to communicate well with them. 
Along the same lines, the research by Williams, 
Porter and Marriott (2014), focused on people 
who receive support, highlights their need to be 
heard and that the support professional under-
stands their needs. They value the fact that they 
spend time and help them think about alterna-
tives and new possibilities.

As for organizations, their role cannot be ig-
nored because it greatly conditions the actions of 
professionals. Sowerby (2010) points out the possi-
bility that organizations do not give up control and 
experience resistance to changes, making it diffi-
cult for professionals to feel supported in the de-
velopment of personalized support relationships. 
Some studies agree on this issue, highlighting the 
existence of tensions between organizations and 
professionals due to the difficulties for the institu-
tion to transform the institutional culture towards 
that of the personalized support model (Clement 
and Bigby, 2012; Duggan and Linehan, 2013; Mc-
Conkey and Collins, 2010). Institutional concerns 
regarding the risks involved in assuming autonomy 
can limit the empowering actions of professionals 
(Duggan and Linehan, 2013; Windley and Chap-
man 2010). As shown by the research carried out 
by the European Union Agency for fundamental 
Rights (FRA) (2013), the paternalistic attitudes of 
professionals and organizations often erect barri-
ers to the ability of people with intellectual dis-
abilities to establish community networks and to 
advance in their social inclusion.

Brophy, Bruxner, Wilson, Cocks and Stylianou 
(2015) also highlight the need for the socio-edu-
cational professional to work in partnership with 
families and other informal agents, developing 
creative and innovative supports that respond 
to personal needs and demands. Establishing 
coordination processes with other formal and 
informal community resources is configured as a 
key strategy among their functions. From this per-
spective, personalization offers socio-educational 
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professionals the potential to establish relation-
ships with people and work with them in a more 
meaningful way.

Few studies in our context address the analysis 
of the role of professionals in the socio-education-
al field linked to personalized support for people 
with disabilities. In the work by Oliveras and Palli-
sera (2019) a qualitative study is conducted aimed 
at deepening the perceptions of support profes-
sionals about their own role in supporting people 
with intellectual disabilities in housing contexts. 
The results indicate the willingness of profession-
als to advance in support practices based on the 
active listening to people and the commitment to 
respect their decisions. Professionals value the 
importance of professional skills linked to the ed-
ucational relationship (empathy, listening, respect 
for personal differences) and the need to respect 
people’s decisions and their lifestyle.

Pallisera et al (2018) analyze the role of sup-
port professionals in independent living contexts 
in research based on interviews with profession-
als responsible for the distribution of support 
and discussion groups with self-managers (people 
with intellectual disabilities). Both groups demand 
a central role for people in the support process; 
However, the former point out that there are nu-
merous difficulties in transforming the institution-
al model based on care into a model centered on 
personalized support. Self-managers value, above 
all, the emotional support received by support 
professionals and, consequently, the professional 
skills most valued by them are patience, listening 
skills, respect, and availability.

This research aims to go into greater depth 
regarding the role of professionals who offer per-
sonalized support, through the narratives of pro-
fessionals with proven experience, and which is 
recognized in their environment as good practice 
in the support of people with intellectual disabil-
ities in social inclusion contexts. This will allow to 
look more deeply into the basic functions of the 
support professionals, as well as establish the 
basic training axes that prepare them for these 
functions.

3. Methodology

A study based on interviews with support pro-
fessionals with extensive experience in facilitat-
ing social inclusion processes is carried out. The 
study is carried out in Ireland, a context where 
there has been a significant advance in the pro-
cesses of deinstitutionalization of people with ID 
in the last decade and in the development of prac-
tices based on personalized and flexible support 
through the issue of institutional documents that 

recommend them, based on individual needs and 
seeking the objective of full inclusion (McConkey, 
Bunting, Ferry, García-Iriarte & Stevens, 2013). In 
line with the Convention on the Rights of Persons 
with Disabilities (United Nations, 2006), there has 
also been a transformation of the vision of peo-
ple with disabilities recognizing their experiential 
knowledge and enhancing their inclusion in re-
search processes and evaluation of the services 
and support. Ireland is currently one of the con-
texts in which there is a national network of in-
clusive research composed exclusively of people 
with intellectual disabilities who, with the support 
of researchers from different universities, act as 
researchers in processes aimed at analyzing and 
improving their lives. In this sense, the recognition 
of the rights of people with intellectual disabilities 
is generating a significant transformation of social 
policies, research and support practices (Salmon, 
Barry & Hutchins, 2018).

The intention is for the story and the reflec-
tion of the professionals themselves on the inno-
vative practices that are being carried out in the 
Irish context allows the definition of both the new 
support roles and the training practices that can 
contribute to strengthening them in different ter-
ritorial contexts. The study objectives are to:

• Explore the role of professionals in the per-
sonalized support offered to people with ID 
in contexts of social inclusion, from the point 
of view of professionals.

• Discover the opinions of the professionals 
about the necessary training to carry out 
these functions.

Participants

We are interested in deepening our understand-
ing of the vision of professionals with proven ex-
perience in good practice of personalized support 
in processes of social inclusion of people with in-
tellectual disabilities. Following Yurrebaso (2017), 
good practices can be defined as innovative, effec-
tive, sustainable, flexible and transferable actions 
that produce progress or improvement of results 
in a given area. In order to select professionals 
who can give an account of good practices of per-
sonalized support in inclusive contexts, a prelimi-
nary phase was carried out in which the objective 
of the research was reported to university experts 
in the field of intellectual disability, all of them with 
experience in applied research and therefore with 
knowledge of organizations, projects and profes-
sionals that provide support. These experts were 
consulted about projects, services and / or pro-
fessionals that developed good practices in the 
field of study. Based on the suggestions of these 
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experts, contact was made with the 12 people who 
participated in the research. These are 9 women 
and 3 men, who work in different support organi-
zations (7 in total) except one of the participants, 
who is hired directly by the person receiving the 
support through a pilot program. 11 people have 
a work experience of more than 15 years working 
with people with disabilities, and one of 7 years. 
The contact with them was initially made by email, 
briefly indicating the objectives of the project, 
and once the person showed their interest, a brief 
document was sent with information about the 
project and an informed consent form and finally 
a date for a meeting was set. The 12 people agreed 
to conduct the interview, which was carried out in 
person at a place where they suggested.

Instrument

The exploration of the objectives based on opin-
ions and experiences of support professionals led 
us to design a semi-structured interview with open 
questions, considering that this strategy would 
allow us to go into greater depth on the subject 
of study by allowing participants to discuss free-
ly (Seidman, 2006). The interview was organized 
into the following topics: functions of the support 
professional, role of organizations, training of sup-
port professionals and was based on the following 
script:

1) Functions of the support professional:
a.  Indication of the main functions devel-

oped at present, and differences with the 
previous ones, if this is the case.

b.  The role of the person with disabilities 
in the support process: current role and 
how the support materializes. Spaces, 
main strategies, facilitators and barriers.

2) Role of organizations:
a. Facilitators and barriers from the organi-

zation to offer personalized support.
b. Organization-professional relationship

3) Training of professionals:

a. Appropriate abilities to offer personal-
ized support

b. Training strategies that they value as be-
ing appropriate

Procedure

The interviews took place either in the profession-
al’s workplace or in an alternative space chosen by 
the professional. Before beginning the interview, 
each participant was told of the objective of the 
investigation, and they were required to sign an in-
formed consent form that guaranteed anonymity 
and the possibility of leaving the interview at any 
time they wanted. Two people preferred not to be 
recorded, but accepted that the interviewer take 
notes during the interview. The average duration 
of the interviews was approximately 80 minutes. 
The interviews took place between October and 
December 2018 in 6 Irish cities.

Data analysis

The interviews that were recorded were tran-
scribed and analyzed through thematic content 
analysis, in accordance to Braun and Clarke 
(2006), to identify, analyze and report on the top-
ics that appear in a data set based on patterns or 
topics that repeat and a coding process based on 
the analysis of the different topics was developed 
(Gibbs, 2012). Following the procedure indicated 
by these authors, and based on the initial topics, 
various readings of the transcripts were made by 
adding new emerging codes related to the ob-
ject of study. Once all the data were encoded, 
the main topics and sub-topics that included all 
the codes and their relationships with each other 
were established (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Table 1 
shows the final list of subtopics used to themat-
ically classify the emerging information of the 12 
interviews:
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Table 1: Topics and subtopics

Topics Subtopics

1. Professional functions

–Relationship with the person: listen to their needs and support their decisions
–Connection with the community
–Make the community the work scenario
–Risk assessment

2. Role of organizations
–Transform the vision / center the person
–Support for professionals
–Establish clear guidelines

3. Training of professionals

– Person centered model
–Ability to plan personalized actions according to individual capabilities
– Strengthen the connection with the community and social networks
–Training throughout life

Results

The research results are presented in an orderly 
manner according to the thematic blocks men-
tioned in the table.

Topic 1: Functions of professionals

The first subtopic analyzed corresponding to pro-
fessional functions could be briefly summarized 
in the following sentence: “All work really begins 
with the person” (P1). Participants agree that sup-
port must be absolutely person-centered, based 
on the preferences and requests made by each of 
the people to whom they offer support. The first 
step, therefore, is to ask people what they want 
to do; that is to say, “sit with the person, listen 
to their hopes, their dreams and ambitions” (P3). 
People’s demands generally do not consist of at-
tending day centers or services, but rather, they 
ask to work, or train for it, or participate in com-
munity activities. Therefore, professionals must 
constantly reflect on how to respond to these in-
dividual demands:

“Everyone has their likes and dislikes, everyone has 
strengths, and things they have never tried to do, or 
would like to do, so… we are constantly…. Reflecting, 
thinking how to respond to this” (P4).

In addition, the need to enhance and support 
people’s decision-making is highlighted: “Good 
support provides information, allows the person 
to make the decision, and supports them in their 
attempts” (P10).

Ingenuity and creativity come into play to an-
swer each person’s requests; in some cases, this 
will require thinking about forthcoming experi-
ences, while in others the response may be more 

direct by connecting with training or social oppor-
tunities in the locality, for example. Sometimes 
prior work with the person is required, through 
role playing or simulations; in others direct sup-
port consisting of accompaniment, or contact with 
an external person who acts as a point of refer-
ence. There is also insistence that “people should 
receive support when they need it” (P5). In this 
process, flexibility is essential both in hours and 
in work spaces.

With this, we connect with the second sub-
topic related to professional functions, directly 
referring to the need to make the community the 
work scenario: “We connect with the (education-
al) opportunities offered by the community” (P3, 
P5, P7, P8). The main strategy to answer individual 
demands is to establish links with community en-
tities and services that offer training and learning 
opportunities: university, adult education centers, 
volunteer groups. This implies having enough 
knowledge of the community to assess the pos-
sibilities of participation and, once established, 
organize and distribute the necessary support to 
make it possible. It is also essential to know the 
resources that the person can have available to 
move into the community, and how they can ac-
cess them. “We are constantly working in a net-
work exploring what is around us, and we share 
this information, what is good...” (P7). Supporting 
the creation of social ties implies moving the sce-
nario of support to the community itself, taking 
into account spaces where the supported person 
feels safe and comfortable. This has implications 
for the work spaces of professionals; as indicated 
by some of the professionals “I don’t have an of-
fice” (P1, P6).

Working from personalization and in inclusive 
contexts requires significant dedication to risk as-
sessment, which means prior work in the analysis 
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of situations that may occur in the processes de-
veloped by the person receiving the support, and 
to document widely to what extent the possible 
risks and the control measures implemented to 
avoid them have been taken into account. The 
professionals with more experience underline 
that this function has gained significant relevance 
in recent years, to the extent that community 
spaces have been the usual life scenario.

“You need to evaluate the risks, this does not mean 
preventing the person from doing things, but you 
must document that you have previously considered 
the possible risks and that you have taken into ac-
count the control measures so that if something hap-
pens, you are covered...” (P11)

Topic 2: The role of support organizations

Participants agree that the traditional support 
distribution system based on large organizations 
that offer all kinds of services to people with dis-
abilities should be radically transformed. Some 
of these organizations have evolved, generating 
new support roles and work processes centered 
on the person. Alongside these services, new sup-
port services that are based on personalized ap-
proaches have emerged. Regardless of the organ-
izational model in question, those interviewed are 
in agreement in raising the question of the need 
for the organization to understand that the per-
son with disabilities and their rights are the focus 
of their work and that the organizational context 
must fully support professionals.

The organizational context is greatly valued by 
support professionals. Offering support that real-
ly enhances social inclusion requires transforming 
both scenarios and work methodologies, and it 
is essential that the organization makes it easier 
for the professionals to take initiatives, supports 
them and at the same time demands guarantees 
that the possible risks in the processes have been 
analyzed in inclusion processes. As one of the par-
ticipants says: “I would never have been able to 
do what I do alone” (P3). In addition, “if you don’t 
feel supported, you’re not going to take risks” (P5).

Having good support in the form of supervi-
sion is another element valued by professionals, 
both for what it represents as a reflection on the 
intervention itself as well as a space for personal 
care.

It is important that the organization establish-
es a policy as a center in which the guidelines are 
clear and explicit, guaranteeing the rights of per-
sons with disabilities and guiding the response of 
professionals in accordance to them. For example, 
participant P7 comments that the organization in 

which she works openly recognizes the right to af-
fective-sexual relations for her clients. In addition 
to proposing training activities aimed at people 
who receive support, the organization publishes 
the regulations that apply to make it possible for 
users to enjoy their privacy, in accordance with 
their wishes, in the independent life support ser-
vices that manage on its intranet. These regula-
tions are mandatory for all professionals, regard-
less of their criteria or opinion.

The organization also plays an important role 
in the in-service training of professionals. For ex-
ample, on subjects in which professionals must be 
informed in order to offer good support, such as 
the use of ICT.

The organization must include the voices of 
people with disabilities in its operating structure, 
not just symbolically but really.

Topic 3: The training of professionals

The participants defend the need to base the 
training on the person-centered model, and on 
basic values of the educational relationship based 
on respect, trust and confidentiality. Training must 
be “absolutely person-centered”, contemplating 
the strategies and methodologies that facilitate 
the personalization of the supports, in addition to 
taking into account the involvement of people in 
the environment in these supports. In this sense, 
the importance of strategies such as “circles of 
support” is pointed out. It consists of a strategy to 
activate informal support, through setting objec-
tives and delegating support, timing the follow-up 
of the actions and providing feedback for the pro-
cess. “When I give support, I do it because it is my 
job, and I get paid for it, not because I really like 
the person, so for professionals this system (cir-
cles of support) is really sustainable, and has good 
results. Because it brings into play other people 
who are related to the person you support. And 
the professionals can position themselves in the 
background, allowing informal support to be ac-
tivated”. (P1)

In addition, professionals must be able to dif-
ferentiate personal needs and abilities, and to 
face the teaching of different capacities, by pro-
posing strategies that can respond to different 
learning rhythms. In order to sensitize future pro-
fessionals to the need to plan and carry out per-
sonalized actions, the relevance of using real sto-
ries is indicated, which makes students reflect on 
real needs and demands, as well as incorporating 
people with disabilities into formative processes.

Several people interviewed raise the impor-
tance of online social networks in youth rela-
tionships. The use of technologies as support to 
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initiate and maintain social contacts is essential, 
so it is necessary to know how to teach people 
with disabilities to use them safely. From anoth-
er service they indicate with an example the im-
portance of the person being independent to be 
able to contact the people they want, which high-
lights the role of information and communication 
technologies.

Several professionals highlight the need for 
tools that allow working in close connection with 
the community: knowing how to evaluate the 
services, the different spaces of the community 
(work, leisure, training, volunteering, etc.) to be 
able to link people with these scenarios.

Finally, the need to continue training once the 
initial training is completed, connected with the 
support needs experienced by the people they 
accompany, is not forgotten.

Discussion and conclusions

This research was oriented towards two related 
objectives: the first one sought to go into greater 
depth into the role of professionals in personal-
ized support offered to people with intellectual 
disabilities in social inclusion contexts; and the 
second to explore the training necessary to car-
ry out these functions. Professionals with recog-
nized experience in offering personalized support 
in inclusive contexts that can be considered good 
practice in the field participated in this study, 
based on their opinions and reflections on their 
professional practice.

Regarding the professional role, the study 
participants highlight the need to organize the 
person-centered supports and take into account 
their needs and preferences. This coincides with 
the first two meanings of personalization indicat-
ed by Spicker (2015). It also aligns with the com-
mentaries from Van Asselt et al. (2014), which indi-
cate that the professional must take into account 
the needs of the people who receive support, as 
well as the preferences they show about desired 
activities and relationships. According to Houston 
(2010), participants indicate that it is necessary, in 
addition to focusing support on the person, to fo-
cus on social inclusion by enhancing connections 
in community settings. Planning and developing 
personalized interventions in these environments 
implies knowing what the training, leisure, labor, 
etc., resources are in the territory and being will-
ing to work with community agents to build in-
clusive processes. The professionals interviewed 
have stressed the need to make the community 
the priority work scenario, coinciding with Big-
by and Wiesel (2015) when they point out that 
these professionals play a key role in promoting 

meetings that involve recognition and apprecia-
tion of the person with ID.

In summary, in relation to objective 1, the re-
sults obtained in the study coincide with the liter-
ature about the facilitating supports for the social 
inclusion of people with intellectual disabilities. 
Enhancing the social inclusion and connections 
of people with disabilities requires completely 
personalized support formulas and their develop-
ment in community settings. Therefore, the em-
phasis, rather than on services, should be placed 
on individually supporting access to desired envi-
ronments and building relationships in the com-
munity (Power and Bartlett, 2018). This implies a 
transformation of organizations; as indicated by, 
among others, Duggan and Linehan (2013), Sow-
erby (2010), and Windley and Chapman (2010), 
organizations play a fundamental role as facilita-
tors and enhancers of the support exercised by 
professionals. The participants in the study have 
stressed the need to feel supported by the organ-
ization where they work to be able to make per-
sonalized support in inclusive contexts, enhancing 
connections and social interactions. In this regard, 
they agree on the need for organizations to pro-
mote creative support strategies for social inclu-
sion, instead of restricting their work through the 
imposition of rigid standards (Hemrsen, Embregts, 
Hendriks and Frielink, 2012). What is made clear 
from the manifestations of the participants in the 
study is the importance of organizations in clarify-
ing positions, thereby facilitating coherent actions 
by professionals, and establishing reasonable pro-
tocols for risk assessment, without impeding pro-
gress in inclusion processes in the community.

The second objective of the study was to 
explore how training processes can adequately 
prepare professionals in the socio-educational 
field so that they can develop support functions 
consistent with personalization and the creation 
of social connections in inclusive contexts. From 
the manifestations of the professionals it can be 
deduced that the specific training actions on per-
sonalization and social inclusion from the rights 
model should not be directed only to support 
professionals, but to all professionals responsible 
for managing support at different levels. Only in 
this way will the organization commit globally and 
develop leadership that leads to work methods 
based on personalization and aimed at promoting 
social inclusion (Clement and Bigby, 2012; McCon-
key and Collins, 2010; Pallisera et al, 2018). The 
balance between risks and opportunities, in the 
context of the rights model guided by the Con-
vention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities 
and the European Strategy on Disability 2010-20, 
presupposes that support professionals receive 
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adequate training and are able to offer good per-
sonalized support that respects the right to make 
decisions of the people they help (Hawkins, Red-
ley and Holland, 2011), building an educational re-
lationship that respects the needs and demands 
of people (Salmon, Holmes and Dodd 2013).

Professionals are no longer the experts who 
make decisions alone about the actions to be de-
signed or evaluated. They empower participants, 
and support them so that they can contribute with 
the value of their experience and hand over pow-
er to them. The change in the role of profession-
als implies the need to prioritize the competences 
related to the development of collaborative and 
partnership processes from organizations in their 
training. The incorporation of people with disabil-
ities as teachers in the initial training processes, 
a strategy indicated by some of the participants 
in the study, constitutes a strategy formally rec-
ognized in some contexts such as in the United 
Kingdom. There are already several experiences 
that provide valuable insights on how these can 
contribute to promoting, through the creation of 
shared learning and growth spaces, the dialogue 
between professionals and users and sharing 
positions of power (Casey, 2018; Pendred and 
Chettle, 2006; Ward, Raphael, Clark and Raphael, 
2016). Other studies indicate that participants in 
such training processes perceive improvements in 
skills such as empathy, understanding of individual 
particularities, and other competencies linked to 
personalized support (Unwin, Rooney, Osborne, 
and Cole, 2017).

In summary, the experiences of professionals 
coincide with the literature in terms of confirming 
that offering support in the community by creating 
inclusive experiences that have an impact on the 
establishment of powerful social ties implies de-
veloping new roles that enhance the connection 
with the community, as well as networks of infor-
mal support that professionals can complement 
(Duggan and Linehan, 2013). At the training level, 
together with the basic socio-personal skills relat-
ed to the establishment of empathy and trust with 
the person to whom support is offered (Sowerby, 
2010; Pallisera et al, 2018), there is an indication 
of the need to enhance skills of community de-
velopment such as mapping local resources and 
networking with community resource profession-
als (Bigby, Wilson, Stancliffe, Balandin, Craig, and 
Gambin, 2014). Training is a key dimension for the 
transformation of supports, so we propose, based 
on the research carried out, axes that can articu-
late the training processes to provide profession-
als with the skills that allow them to support peo-
ple with DI in their community participation and 
the improvement of their social ties:

– Axis 1: Knowledge about Personalization and 
Person-centered Planning concepts: origin, 
and development in the model of the Rights 
of Persons with Disabilities (United Nations, 
2006). This axis would include the work of 
communication strategies, as well as meth-
ods and work strategies centered on the 
person: Circles of Support, PATH (Planning 
Alternatives for Tomorrow with Hope), etc.

– Axis 2: Skills to establish connections with 
the community. The objective is to allow 
professionals to explore the local commu-
nity, both known spaces and new places to 
observe their potential in relation to estab-
lishing new social and personal links. This axis 
would incorporate the skills for the analysis 
of the barriers and enhancers of social inclu-
sion (with the objective of analyzing the role 
of the community and professional practic-
es themselves to determine to what extent 
they enhance inclusion and to establish real 
support practices); skills to plan outings and 
meetings in the community (including risk 
analysis and management, as well as the pro-
vision of the necessary support at the level 
of communication, mobility or economic re-
sources); and skills to assess the taking of in-
itiatives in relation to the management of the 
meetings. At the methodological level, pro-
moting direct contact with people with disa-
bilities through their incorporation into train-
ing contexts is a priority strategy to enhance 
significant learning in future professionals.

Undoubtedly, the training of professionals, 
whether in the initial stage or in service, is a key 
element for the enhancement of their profession-
al activities, from personalized perspectives, the 
community participation of people with intellec-
tual disabilities, the strengthening of their social 
networks and definitive social inclusion. However, 
we cannot ignore the role that social policies play 
in the structuring of services, nor the power of the 
underlying institutional culture in the work of or-
ganizations in the disability sector. In our context, 
as we have pointed out, the current legislation 
has not promoted a significant transformation of 
the structures (Verdugo and Jenaro, 2019), so this 
transformation of the institutions both physically 
and with respect to the distribution of supports 
falls to the willingness and possibilities of the 
entities themselves and the professionals within 
them. From the field of social policies, there has 
not been an adoption of documents that clear-
ly guide towards a transformation of institutions 
and support that advocate the need to work in 
and from the community, based on personalized 
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approaches, as has happened in other countries 
that have made progress in this regard, such as 
Ireland (Salmon, Barry & Hutchins, 2018) or the 
United Kingdom (Kaehne & Beyer, 2014). Without 
a clear position from the administration strongly 
supporting the inclusion of people with intellectu-
al disabilities in the community, and proposing the 
organizational and professional strategies that can 
contribute to it, it is difficult to make the necessary 

transformations, both at the institutional level and 
regarding the socio-educational action itself. The 
training in rights of persons with disabilities them-
selves is a key factor to help them claim the en-
joyment of these rights, and thereby contribute to 
a necessary change of perspective of the admin-
istration in the establishment of clear guidelines 
that support, give economic help and urge organi-
zations to promote personalized actions.

Note

1. Specifically, 3 Disability expert teachers linked to Trinity College (Dublin) were interviewed; 1 professor at University 
College Cork; 1 professor at the University of Limerick; and 1 professor at the Dublin Institute of Technology.
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