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Lanterman Developmental Disabilities Act

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Law, Public Policy, Disability Studies, Social Work

1. Core Definition and Guiding Principles

The Lanterman Developmental Disabilities Act, commonly known as the Lanterman Act, is a
landmark California law that guarantees people with developmental disabilities the right to services
and supports that enable them to live more independent and fulfilling lives. Enacted to shift the
paradigm from institutionalization to community-based care, the Act establishes a comprehensive
system of services designed to maximize the individual's potential, promote their integration into
society, and protect their fundamental human rights. It fundamentally recognizes that individuals
with developmental disabilities are entitled to the same rights as all other citizens, with additional
supports provided to ensure equitable access to those rights.

At its heart, the Lanterman Act operates on several core principles, chief among them being the
concept of entitlement. This means that eligible individuals have a legal right to receive necessary
services and supports, rather than these being discretionary or charity-based. These services are
intended to be person-centered, meaning they are tailored to the unique needs, preferences, and
goals of each individual. The Act explicitly promotes liberty, support in natural community settings,
access to medical care, freedom to practice religion, opportunities for recreation, freedom from
harm, and the ability to make choices in one's own life. These provisions are not merely
suggestions but are legally enforceable rights, reflecting a progressive stance on disability rights.

The scope of services covered under the Lanterman Act is extensive, encompassing a wide array
of support aimed at fostering independence and inclusion. These can include, but are not limited
to, diagnostic services, early intervention, respite care, independent living services, supported
employment, residential placement, transportation, adaptive equipment, and behavioral health
services. The overarching goal is to ensure that individuals can live as independently as possible,
participate fully in their communities, and exercise their full range of civil and human rights, moving
away from a medical model of disability towards a social model that focuses on environmental and
societal barriers.

2. Historical Context and Legislative Evolution

The genesis of the Lanterman Act can be traced back to a period of significant social and legal
reform in the United States concerning civil rights and the treatment of individuals with disabilities.
Prior to the Act, people with developmental disabilities were often confined to large, state-run
institutions, where their rights were frequently overlooked, and opportunities for personal growth
and community integration were severely limited. The prevailing societal view often conflated
disability with incapacity, leading to isolation and dehumanization. However, growing advocacy

PSYCHOLOGICAL SCALES scales.arabpsychology.com



https://scales.arabpsychology.com/?p=31689
https://scales.arabpsychology.com
https://scales.arabpsychology.com

Lanterman Developmental Disabilities Act

from parents, disability rights activists, and enlightened policymakers began to challenge these
practices, pushing for more humane, effective, and rights-based approaches.

A critical precursor to the current legislation was the Lanterman Mental Retardation Services
Act, proposed in 1969. While a step forward at the time, this earlier iteration laid some groundwork
but did not fully embody the comprehensive rights-based framework that would later characterize
the more robust 1977 Act. The political and social environment of the late 1960s and 1970s was
fertile ground for such reforms, influenced by the broader civil rights movement and the growing
recognition of the rights of marginalized groups. This era saw federal legislation like Section 504 of
the Rehabilitation Act of 1973, which prohibited discrimination based on disability, setting a
national stage for states like California to enact their own progressive laws.

The current Lanterman Developmental Disabilities Act was ultimately proposed in 1977 by
California Assembly Member Frank D. Lanterman. His vision was instrumental in transforming the
state's approach to developmental disabilities from a custodial model to one centered on individual
rights, self-determination, and community inclusion. The passage of the 1977 Act represented a
monumental shift, enshrining into law the principle that people with developmental disabilities are
entitled to live in the least restrictive environment possible and receive services necessary to
achieve their fullest potential. This legislative act has since undergone various amendments and
refinements to adapt to evolving understanding of disability, advances in service delivery, and
changing societal needs, consistently reinforcing its core commitment to individual rights and
community integration.

3. Eligibility Criteria and Service Delivery System

Eligibility for services under the Lanterman Act is precisely defined, requiring an individual to have
a "substantial disability". This term is not casually applied but refers to a significant functional
impairment that impacts several key areas of daily life. Specifically, an individual must demonstrate
functional limitations in at least three areas of major life activity, which typically include self-care,
receptive and expressive language, learning, mobility, self-direction, capacity for independent
living, and economic self-sufficiency. These limitations must originate before the age of 18, be
likely to continue indefinitely, and constitute a substantial handicap, ensuring that the Act targets
individuals with lifelong and profound support needs.

The primary mechanism for delivering services under the Lanterman Act is through California's
unique network of Regional Centers. These non-profit organizations are contracted by the state's
Department of Developmental Services (DDS) to provide diagnosis, assessment, case
management, and coordination of services for individuals with developmental disabilities. Each
Regional Center serves a specific geographic area, acting as a single point of entry into the service
system. Upon determination of eligibility, a service coordinator is assigned to work with the
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individual and their family to develop an Individual Program Plan (IPP), which is a personalized
roadmap outlining the specific goals, objectives, and services required to meet the individual's
needs.

The development of the IPP is a highly collaborative process, emphasizing person-centered
planning. This approach ensures that the individual with the disability, along with their family or
authorized representative, is at the forefront of decision-making. The IPP details the specific
services, providers, and funding necessary to achieve the individual's desired outcomes, always
prioritizing services that promote independence, integration, and productivity in the most natural
and least restrictive environment. The Regional Centers are tasked with identifying and
coordinating a wide range of services, often purchasing them from community-based vendors,
thereby fostering a robust ecosystem of support services across the state.

4. Impact on Deinstitutionalization and Community Integration

The Lanterman Act played a pivotal role in the national movement towards deinstitutionalization,
significantly accelerating the closure of large state hospitals and institutions for individuals with
developmental disabilities in California. By establishing an entitlement to services in the
community, the Act provided the necessary legal framework and funding mechanism to support
individuals living outside institutional settings. This shift not only improved the quality of life for
thousands of Californians but also demonstrated the feasibility and benefits of community-based
care, challenging the long-held belief that individuals with significant disabilities required
segregated living arrangements.

The Act's emphasis on natural community settings and individualized support fostered greater
social inclusion and integration. Rather than being isolated, individuals could live in homes,
attend local schools, work in integrated employment settings, and participate in community
activities. This integration brought about profound changes, not just for individuals with disabilities,
but also for the communities themselves, fostering a greater understanding and acceptance of
diversity. The legal mandate for the least restrictive environment meant that every effort had to be
made to support individuals in mainstream settings, moving away from specialized, segregated
environments unless absolutely necessary.

Beyond its immediate impact in California, the Lanterman Act has served as a significant model
and inspiration for disability rights legislation and policies across the United States. Its robust
framework for entitlement, person-centered planning, and community-based service delivery
influenced federal legislation, such as the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA), and inspired other
states to adopt similar comprehensive approaches. Its legacy continues to shape contemporary
disability services, advocating for dignity, choice, and full participation for all individuals,
underscoring the enduring power of legislative action to drive fundamental societal change.
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5. Rights and Entitlements

The Lanterman Act is unique in its explicit enumeration of specific rights guaranteed to individuals
with developmental disabilities. These rights go beyond mere access to services; they encompass
fundamental human liberties and protections. One such paramount right is the right to liberty,
which translates into the freedom to make personal choices, direct one's own life, and live in the
least restrictive environment possible. This principle challenges any inclination towards
paternalistic oversight, instead empowering individuals to exercise autonomy over their living
arrangements, daily routines, and personal aspirations.

Crucially, the Act ensures the right to support in natural community settings, mandating that
services should facilitate integration rather than segregation. This means individuals are entitled to
services that allow them to live in homes rather than institutions, work in integrated employment
settings alongside people without disabilities, and participate in recreational and social activities
within their local communities. This focus on natural settings is pivotal to fostering true inclusion
and preventing the isolation that historically characterized disability services. It underscores the
belief that community participation is not a privilege but a fundamental right.

Further rights include access to comprehensive medical care, ensuring that health needs are met
to the same standard as for the general population, and the freedom to practice religion without
discrimination or impediment. The Act also guarantees opportunities for recreation, recognizing
the importance of leisure activities for well-being and social engagement. Moreover, it enshrines
the right to freedom from harm, encompassing protection from abuse, neglect, and exploitation.
Collectively, these rights form a robust legal shield, ensuring that individuals with developmental
disabilities are treated with dignity, respect, and afforded the same fundamental protections as all
other citizens.

6. Contemporary Challenges and Future Directions

Despite its groundbreaking nature and enduring positive impact, the Lanterman Act faces ongoing
challenges in its implementation and sustainability. A significant and persistent issue revolves
around funding limitations. The entitlement nature of the Act means that the state is legally
obligated to provide services, but state budgets are subject to economic fluctuations. Periods of
fiscal constraint can lead to reduced rates for service providers, impacting the quality and
availability of services, creating waitlists, or making it difficult to attract and retain qualified staff.
This can strain the regional center system and, most importantly, affect the individuals who rely on
these vital supports.

Another critical area of concern involves ensuring equitable access and cultural competency
across California's diverse population. Individuals from ethnically and linguistically diverse
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backgrounds may face additional barriers in navigating the complex service system, understanding
their rights, and accessing culturally appropriate services. Efforts are continuously needed to
improve outreach, provide services in various languages, and ensure that regional center staff and
service providers are equipped to meet the unique needs of all communities. Addressing these
disparities is crucial for the Act to truly serve all eligible Californians fairly and effectively.

Looking towards the future, the Lanterman Act must continue to adapt to evolving societal needs
and advancements in understanding developmental disabilities. This includes addressing the
needs of an aging population with developmental disabilities, supporting individuals with
increasingly complex medical and behavioral needs, and embracing new technologies to enhance
independence and communication. Ongoing advocacy for adequate funding, continuous
improvement in service delivery models, and a renewed commitment to the Act's core principles of
self-determination and community inclusion will be essential to ensure its continued success in
empowering individuals with developmental disabilities for generations to come.
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