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Manager WELCOME TO THE NEIGHBORHOOD…MAYBE 
 
Right around the time that the 2008 legislative session started, my family life changed considerably.  My 
89-year-old father-in-law, who lived alone in Florida, was experiencing some serious health care issues 
that he could no longer manage on his own. So, we flew him north to move in with us.   
 
Needless to say, this has been a big adjustment for our family, in terms of reduced privacy, freedom to 
come and go as we please, and quiet meals.  Our daily routines have been replaced by concerns about 
whether the home health aide will show up in time for us to get to work, checking my father-in law’s 
blood sugar, and discussions about the choices faced by an older person who has lost his independence, 
his home, and the former life he had enjoyed in Florida.   
 
While much of the past five months has been a “tension convention,” requiring our family to navigate 
unfamiliar waters and adjust to new daily routines, in many ways this experience has shown me what it 
must be like for people with behavioral health disorders who need to depend on others for a place to 
stay, for personal care, for medical advice, and who must follow the “rules” laid out by those around 
them. It is not something I had always been sensitive to, so this experience has definitely deepened my 
appreciation of the difficulties faced by people who struggle with health care issues or disabilities on a 
daily basis. 
 
This led me to a comparison that I would like to share with you. We live in a working class 
neighborhood in Waterbury, in a modest cape-style home, with a small driveway. To accommodate my 
father-in-law’s needs, we had to build a ramp to our house.  Multiple folks (nurses, physical therapists, 
podiatrists, home health aides, supervisors) come and go on a daily basis, parking on the street, and 
occasionally blocking driveways. Our dog barks every time someone new enters our yard. The 
ambulance and fire trucks have been to our house several times over the past few months. Sound 
familiar to those of you with behavioral health needs or who provide behavioral health residential 
services in communities throughout Connecticut?  
 
Yet, not once has one of our neighbors complained. On the contrary, they have offered us assistance, 
empathy, and support—not exactly the reaction we see when people with behavioral health needs want 
to move into a neighborhood.  In those instances, neighbors often complain about excessive noise, the 
need for ramps, a “decline” in local property values, and parking issues. Increased calls for the police or 
an ambulance are not tolerated.  Neighborhoods often organize to fight even a small behavioral health 
residence near them. 
 
What is it, then, that makes it easy for my neighbors to accept what has happened in our home, but 
makes it so difficult for neighbors to accept the people DMHAS and its care providers serve in the 
community?   
 
Maybe it’s a fear of the unknown. Maybe, if our neighbors had not known my family for the past 19 
years, they would have complained about the noise, the traffic, the congestion, the ramp.  Maybe the 
lesson to be learned is that we need to get out and meet our neighbors, to shed more light on behavioral 
health disorders, to let folks know that they don’t have to be afraid of us.  Maybe we all need to learn to 
be more accepting of people whose needs are different from our own.  Maybe we all just need to be 
better neighbors to people with health issues or disabilities. 
 

 Post comments on the website at dmhas.webmaster@po.state.ct.us or  or email to 
doreen.delbianco@po.state.ct.us.  Click here to view website comments.
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