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The Fair Housing Amendments Act of 1988 transformed the issues of the right of individuals with disabilities to live in community integrated housing.  Since the Act went into effect, the right of disabled people to live in virtually any neighborhood has been protected by federal law.  In a single stroke, Congress eliminated almost all of the litigation relating to community based housing for people with disabilities.





But if group homes are no longer a legal issue, they remain a controversial issue among many, especially those who encounter people with disabilities living for the first time in close proximity to them.





One of the most important factors in this process is the historical reality that people with mental retardation are only beginning to emerge from generations of societal discrimination; and, integrated housing for people with mental retardation represents a real break with past traditions.  For centuries people with mental retardation were confined in remote institutions, denied schooling and employment, and forced to live on the outermost fringe of society.  Although many forms of discrimination still greatly impact their lives, including life-threatening forms of discrimination such as euthanasia and the denial or routine medical services, great progress in integrating educational, vocational, and residential services has been made since the end of World War II; but since this progress is so relatively recent, quite frequently people find themselves learning, working or living in proximity to people with mental retardation for the first time in their lives.





And so, although people with mental retardation came originally from ordinary residential neighborhoods, they may be regarded as outsiders when they attempt to return to their rightful place in their own community.  Paradoxically, neighbors are often perplexed by the mental shortcomings of their new neighbors, and fail to see that an equally formidible learning problem is their own: it is they who have forgotten what retarded people are really like, and they who must learn the truth.  This reality helps to explain a phenomenon which commonly occurs when new group homes, family homes, or supported living apartments open in a neighborhood: much of the apprehension and opposition disappears after the new neighbors are in their home for a few weeks or months, and residents see their preconceptions and stereotypical ideas about people with mental retardation contradicted by reality.





Of equal importance is what does not happen: the cataclysmic predictions of the most apprehensive do not come true: the yard is not allowed to overgrow; the crime rate does not go up in the neighborhood, and perhaps most importantly, property values do not fall.





PROPERTY VALUES





Of all the apprehensions that new neighbors have about the presence of people with mental retardation in their neighborhoods, perhaps the strongest is that the property values of surrounding homes will decline.  On the many occasions when RHMR staff have spoken with neighbors about this issue, they have virtually always encountered the firmly held belief that property values must fall when a group home comes into a neighborhood, and that fact is widely known.  When people are asked how they know this to be true, they frequently respond that everybody knows it’s true!





The real truth, however, is exactly the opposite.  There has never been a study which shows that group homes negatively impact property values in the surrounding community, and this issue has been thoroughly studied during the past fifteen years by such well known groups as the state of Ohio and Illinois, the American Planning Council, and most recently (June of 1989) by researchers at Penn State University.  Since literally all of the available information supports the position of residential providers on this issue, group homes are usually very willing to share information on property value studies with neighbors when they move into a new location.  Despite all the evidence available, however, neighbors are sometimes unable to abandon conventional beliefs that “everybody knows” unless and until they see homes in their neighborhood sell for appropriate prices.  Then, and sometimes only then, will fears disappear about falling property values.





THE ISSUE OF CRIME





One apprehension that tends to disappear quickly once a group home is established in a new neighborhood is that fear that people with mental retardation are more likely than others to commit crimes.  Although this fear has its root in some very deep and dark prejudices commonly held against mentally retarded people – such as the supposition that they behave wildly or without morals – it can be among the first problems to “disappear” as integration proceeds.  This happens for at least two reasons. 





The most obvious reason is that neighbors have an opportunity to meet their five or six neighbors, and need no longer worry about mentally retarded people in the abstract.  Often, a simple personal introduction and an opportunity for interaction quickly allay neighbors’ fears that retarded people will cause serious behavioral problems in their community.  Because these interactions can be so helpful for all concerned, group homes often host open houses shortly after they begin their services., inviting everyone from the surrounding neighborhood.





The second reason that neighbors’ fears of crime tend to dissipate over time is that mentally retarded people are actually less likely than people of average intelligence to commit serious crimes.  A recent study conducted by the Governor’s Planning Council on Developmental Disability in Illinois concluded that “the crime rate for people with developmental disabilities who live in Illinois group homes is substantially lower than the crime rate for the general Illinois population.”  This difference may be due to intellectual limitation of the individuals, which tends to make almost any form of human endeavor more difficult, but it may also be related to the fact that people living in group homes tend to be well supervised.  Unfortunately, however, people with disabilities also tend to be more likely than most to be victimized by crime, although this issue rarely seems to be of great importance to other community residents until they have established personal ties to their new neighbors.





FITTING IN





Perhaps the most significant reason why community-based residential programs generally become accepted in their neighborhoods is that integration is the motivating force behind the growth of all such services.  Residential providers realize that if disabled people are ever going to be successfully integrated into their community, homes themselves must promote that integration, and must never interfere with it.  In other words, group homes fit in well because “fitting in” is their business.





To make that goal a reality, group homes, or a least good group homes, work extraordinarily hard to promote integration.  Those efforts involve everything from assuring that the appearance of the group home does not make it distinguishable from nearby properties, to promoting friendly relationships between neighbors and residents of the group home.





Ideally, group homes are their own most severe critic in regard to how well they are “fitting in.”  Most providers of residential programs use some sort of evaluation tool.  If group home operators fail to maintain quality standards, state licensing inspectors will call attention to their deficiencies, citing them for anything from needing to have their house painted to having broken living room furniture.





Additionally, group homes must respond to the concerns of neighbors, boards of trustees, advocacy groups, families, and – most importantly – the residents themselves.  No other home in their neighborhood is likely to be subjected to such constant and intense scrutiny.





COSTLY MISTAKES





Since the new community-based residential services are likely to be established in an atmosphere of apprehension, they can ill afford any mistake that would tend to support the initial fears of their new neighbors.  So, group homes are likely to bend over backward to see that their staff and residents cause no trouble in the community, providing extensive training in accident prevention, heightened monitoring of group home residents, and other measures designed to prevent problems.  The one thing no group home wants to hear their neighbors say is “I told you so.”





Unfortunately, group home residents and staff, like everybody else, are not perfect, and problems can and do arise.  But problems involving people with disabilities are not always interpreted in the ways that other people’s problems are.  Their problems are frequently related directly to their disability, whether or not it actually has anything to do with it.  For instance, if a person is struck by a car, the daily newspaper might report, “Pedestrian Injured in Accident,” but if the pedestrian happens to be a person with mental retardation living in a group home, the paper is likely to read, “Group Home Resident Injured in Accident,” implying that the person’s status as a group home resident, or a disabled person, is of major significance in the event.  The reporter could just as easily have written “Redhead…,” “Waiter…,” “Stamp Collector…;” or “Baptist Injured in Accident,” but often the issue of disability is automatically presumed to be of some relevance to any sort of human trauma or malady, even if such problems routinely occur to people of all intellectual ability levels.





Similarly, group homes sometimes find themselves blamed for any and all problems that occur in their neighborhood after they move in, whether or not they were in any way responsible.  Comments like “we never had any bicycles stolen around here until that group home moved in” are not uncommon.  Some time ago, a friendly neighbor of an RHMR family home phoned early one Sunday morning to report that one of the home’s residents had entered the back seat of a car in his driveway and had fallen asleep.  The home manager did an immediate bed check, and found everyone fast asleep.  As it turned out, there was someone asleep in the neighbor’s car, but that person had nothing to do with the group home.  Incidents like this can make residents of group homes empathetic to those who, as in the movie Casablanca, are hassled when the order goes out to “round up the usual suspects.”





AN IMPORTANT PERSPECTIVE





When people learn that a group home is moving into their neighborhood, they are unlikely to sit down and begin to make a list of all the benefits that this circumstance might provide for them.  Reaction tends to be of a rather opposite sort.  Virtually all of the preconceptions that people tend to have about mentally retarded people, of course, are negative.  Accordingly, if people who actually know mentally retarded people believe that they might have some positive things to offer their community, their opinion is unlikely to be taken seriously by apprehensive neighbors.  In fact, most group home operators never get a chance to persuade community residents that the people living in their home have many positive attributes, so busy are they dealing with fears and rumors.





But over time, as neighbors get to know one another, group home residents often have an opportunity to do some persuading of their own, and their efforts can be most effective.  Although disabled people are as varied and as different as everyone else, they can often lend an important and unique perspective to their community.  Because they may tend to be simpler and poorer that the rest of us, people with mental retardation can at times have a profound influence on those who regard themselves as normal.  Some observers have referred to this influence as “gentling,” and those intimately familiar with people who have mental retardation are well aware of its power.  But until “gentling” is personally experienced, it can be very difficult to convince someone who says that “those retarded people are destroying my neighborhood” that the new people next door might eventually prove to be a wonderful addition to the community.


