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Guiding Principles for Partnerships with  
Unions and Emerging Worker Organizations 

When Individuals Direct Their Own Services and Supports 
 
 
Dear NRCPDS Partners: 
 
On November 16, 2011, the National Resource Center for Participant-Directed Services 
(NRCPDS) joined with members of the disability and worker communities to sign a 
remarkable set of guiding principles intended to ensure participant choice and control over 
long-term services and supports when workers organize to improve their own lives. This 
event marked the public release of the “Guiding Principles for Partnerships with Unions 
and Emerging Worker Organizations When Individuals Direct Their Own Services 
and Supports.” 
 
The importance of this project surfaced over the years as we watched the problems and 
successes that arose during efforts to unionize participant-directed workers in states across 
the country. The need for guiding principles became clear.  What was critical to our staff, 
and to our members, was that the basic tenets of participant direction be upheld. 
 
The creation of the Guiding Principles was a three year effort that included many long and 
challenging debates associated with the need to preserve participant choice and control while 
also recognizing the needs and interests of long-term service and support workers.  Our 
partners in the development of these Guiding Principles; ADAPT, The Center for Self-
Determination for Persons with Developmental Disabilities, the Service Employees 
International Union (SEIU), and the Topeka Independent Living Center, all provided unique 
voices, insights and perspectives.  We are grateful to them.   In addition, we are thankful for 
the lessons learned and guidance provided to us by a number of experts in participant 
direction, including state program leaders and members of the National Participant Network.  
 
Early on, the synergies between people with disabilities and the workers who assisted them 
became clear, but there were also areas of friction and mistrust. It was only through 
discussing past successes and frustrations, educating each other on the needs and 
philosophies that motivated our actions, and debating the practical uses that the Guiding 
Principles could play, that this document emerged.  There are three major themes that flow 
throughout this document: 
 
 A shared commitment to the participant as the employer and all that this means, 

including the ability to establish the conditions of employment, training, oversight 
and, in budget authority model, how funds are used; 

 A shared commitment to the worker’s rights and welfare by assisting workers to be 
well prepared to support an individual within a participant-directed model; 



 A recognition that there are significant synergies between program participants and 
their workers, and, even when these interests do not coincide, a set of public 
principles and an atmosphere of respect can pave the way for mutually-beneficial 
solutions.   

While, as a university-based center, the NRCPDS does not assume a political position or 
advocacy role pertaining to the topic of unionization, the NRCPDS has played a very 
important role ensuring the Guiding Principles reflect the principles of participant direction. 
We hope this document will be useful and serve as a reminder of and a testimony to all the 
hard work, creativity, openness to new ideas, good will and insight that have been the 
hallmarks of this process.  We believe that these Guiding Principles, if implemented 
faithfully, will preserve the rights of individuals under participant direction, no matter what 
form or model, if and when workers choose to form a union.  
 
We look forward to hearing your thoughts on these Guiding Principles as you review, 
disseminate, and attempt to put them into action. Please send all your comments to 
info@participantdirection.org by February 24th, 2012.  
 
 
      Sincerely,                            

                                                                                                  
        Kevin J. Mahoney 

      NRCPDS Director 
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