
This tool was developed to guide our national Federation and the movement for inclusion. 

Although we use a broad definition of family we recognize that many people do not have 

family linkages; this lens does not exclude those individuals. Rather, The Family Lens is 

grounded in the overarching values and principles of inclusion for all. 

Families are the heart of our national Federation and the movement for inclusion. Our 

vision and resolve is rooted in the experience and aspirations of families who have 

fought tirelessly for equal rights, full citizenship and inclusion of persons with intellectual 

disabilities. Inclusion is natural and rooted in the love that family members have for one 

another. Families who have high expectations for inclusion, developmental potential, social 

and economic participation, and future independence of their family member are best 

positioned to make those outcomes happen. 

INTRODUCTION

Families are highly engaged because they have the greater responsibility for the well 
being of their family members. It is recognized that families hold a natural authority 
when they are acting in the interest of their family members. 1

the family lens

1 Kendrick, Michael. (1995). The Natural Authority of Families. Crucial Times, Brisbane Australia. (Paraphrased).
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WHY A FAMILY LENS

CACL, the Federation, and others in the movement should use the Family Lens regularly 

in order to reflect on our work within the movement for inclusion and to facilitate a more 

comprehensive dialogue about policies, practices, and initiatives and their implications for 

individuals with intellectual disabilities and their families. The Family Lens is a tool through 

which to view our actions and initiatives such that the critical role of families continues to 

be a driving force for inclusion. The Lens can also be used by individuals, groups, families 

and self-advocates interested in providing input to the development of new or existing 

polices or community services.

HOW TO USE IT

The Family Lens has been developed to ensure that a family perspective is integral to the 

goals and activities of the work done by those involved in the CACL Federation and others 

in the movement for inclusion. The Lens is a tool to guide the strategies and goals of our 

national federation. Policies and practices will support families by encouraging all family 

members to live, grow and thrive within the family environment and be connected to 

the greater community. Given families’ foundational role in our federation and that most 

major advances for inclusion have been driven by families, it is imperative that family 

participation and the family perspective remain at the heart of our federation. 
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DEFINITIONS

FAMILY:
We understand family to consist of two or more people, living together or apart, related by 

blood, marriage, adoption or a commitment to support one another. 

INCLUSION:
We understand inclusion to mean that all persons with intellectual disabilities - like 

everyone else in society - are recognized as valued and contributing members of society. 

An inclusive life is typically defined by what most people call a regular, everyday life. 

The pathway to this life is taken for granted or assumed to be a given for those without 

disabilities. We believe that an inclusive life means growing up at home with your family 

surrounded by people who love and care about you. It means being part of typical 

community activities, clubs and groups based on one’s likes and passions throughout 

one’s life. It means going to your neighbourhood school, and being part of a regular 

classroom with other students your same age. It can mean going on to post-secondary 

education if one so chooses and eventually finding meaningful work for real pay where 

one can contribute and earn a living. It means being part of the everyday life of your 

community where you make your home that you may or may not share with a partner 

or someone of your own choosing. It means a life of belonging, where ones presence is 

desired, needed and welcomed.

FAMILY SUPPORTS:

Supports to families are unique and individualized, and may include a broad range of 

social, economic, community and personal goods, services and benefits. Such supports 

enable families with family members who have an intellectual disability to maintain 

typical family caring relationships while advancing the full inclusion, self-determination 

and citizenship of persons with intellectual disabilities.
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FAMILY AUTHORITY:
Families have authority (normally) ‘or a legitimacy’ arising from knowing their family 

member the most fully and over the longest period of time and... are often best positioned 

to see how everything, in its entirety, adds up in a person’s life. 2

FEDERATION:

The Canadian Association for Community Living is a national association of over 40,000 

members, 400 local Associations for Community Living and 13 provincial- territorial 

Associations. The ACL Federation consists of families, people with intellectual disabilities, 

and allies working together to ensure all people have: the same rights and access to 

choice, supports and services as all other people; the same opportunities as others to 

live in freedom and dignity, and the needed support to do so; and the ability to voice and 

realize their aspirations and rights. 

2 Kendrick, Michael. (1995). The Natural Authority of Families. Crucial Times, Brisbane Australia.
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1. Families are the very threads of our social fabric and as such are the cornerstone to an 
inclusive community life and inclusive communities. 

2. Supporting and strengthening diverse families contributes to the community’s well being 
as a whole. 

3. Families provide us with a sense of belonging, are a real lasting source of support, and 
offer the greatest degree of continuity in the lives of family members with intellectual 
disabilities. This connection should be honoured and supported.

4. All families need different supports and at different times. However, families who have 
a family member with a disability need additional supports that strengthen the family, 
respect and honour the family, and facilitate inclusion in all aspects of family and 
community life. 

5. Given that families are the driving force in advancing inclusion for their family member, 
policies, initiatives, processes and actions must be designed to acknowledge that fact.

THE FAMILY LENS GUIDING PRINCIPLES

The questions listed under each of these guiding principles are designed to help the user 

to reflect on their work to further inclusion for persons with an intellectual disability and to 

facilitate a more comprehensive dialogue about initiatives, processes and actions taken in 

assuring the inclusion of persons with intellectual disabilities in all aspects of society in the 

same manner as all citizens.

QUESTIONS FOR EACH PRINCIPLE

a) What ongoing efforts are undertaken to cultivate engagement at local levels and  

 steward and support families to connect with the community at large?

b) What ongoing efforts are undertaken to identify and foster the development of family  

 leaders? 

c) What ongoing efforts are undertaken to ensure effective communication and   

 dialogue amongst us at all levels of the Federation and in the larger community? 

1. Families are the very threads of our social fabric and as such are the 
cornerstone to an inclusive community life and inclusive communities. 
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d) What ongoing efforts are undertaken to help families feel welcomed, embraced and   

 acknowledged as having strengths within the Federation and in the larger    

 community? 

e) How are family leadership training initiatives helping families contribute to making   

 our communities more inclusive?

f) How effective are ongoing efforts to ensure family leadership training initiatives help   

 families contribute to making our communities more inclusive?  

2.  Supporting and strengthening diverse families contributes to the community’s       
     well being as a whole. 

a) What is the capacity and opportunity available for linking diverse families?

b) How do the supports provided enhance the participation of the family member in     

 every aspect of community life?

c) How are supports accessed through generic community resources whenever   

 possible?

d)  How do current practices position families to be in typical relationships and   

 contribute in a typical way in their communities?

e)  How do community services ensure that families who have a family member with an  

 intellectual disability are served equally and as other community members are? 

f)  How is disability-positive information for prospective parents provided in a socially  

 valued way? 

3.  Families provide us with a sense of belonging, are a real lasting source of     
    support, and offer the greatest degree of continuity in the lives of family         
    members with intellectual disabilities. This connection should be honoured and  
    supported.

a) Given that the knowledge families have arises from long-term observation, insight    

           and personal relationships with their family member, how is this knowledge    

 recognized?  
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a) How are families supported to raise their children through all the stages and ages of  

 life?

b)  How are families supported to be families first?   

c) How do the available supports strengthen the family? I.e.: support the parent in  

 their role, help keep the family together, support the family member’s participation  

 in family life, affect positively the economic well-being of the family, help improve  

 family health and wellbeing, etc.  

d) How do available supports build on the capacity and strength of all family members?

e) How do available supports remain respectful of the spiritual and cultural needs of  

 the family?

f) How are the necessary specialized resources and services made accessible to   

 families, as well as made flexible and responsive to changing family circumstances? 

g) How do the supports provided maximize the potential of the family member and  

 help families nurture the transition from childhood into adulthood, independence  

 and contribution?

b) How are the family’s views given equal or more significant weight than others who   

 also claim authority in deciding what will happen to a person? 

c) How are families granted considerable presence in the decision-making processes   

 affecting their family members, even where legal formalities do not require it? 

d) How are families granted a degree of independence that highlights their credibility   

 and purity of motive?

e) How are families given the supports they need to provide continuity and to survive   

 the chronic stresses associated with supporting their loved ones?

4.  All families need different supports and at different times. However, families          
    who have a family member with a disability need additional supports that  
    strengthen the family, respect and honour the family, and facilitate inclusion in        
    all aspects of family and community life.
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5.  Given that families are the driving force in advancing inclusion for their          
    family member, policies, initiatives, processes and actions must be designed  
    to acknowledge that fact.

a) How are families supported to raise their children through all the stages and ages of  

 life?

b)  How are families supported to be families first?   

c) How do the available supports strengthen the family? I.e.: support the parent in  

 their role, help keep the family together, support the family member’s participation  

 in family life, affect positively the economic well-being of the family, help improve  

 family health and wellbeing, etc.  

d) How do available supports build on the capacity and strength of all family members?

e) How do available supports remain respectful of the spiritual and cultural needs of  

 the family?

f) How are the necessary specialized resources and services made accessible to   

 families, as well as made flexible and responsive to changing family circumstances? 

g) How do the supports provided maximize the potential of the family member and  

 help families nurture the transition from childhood into adulthood, independence  

 and contribution?
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