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‘The voluntary and community sector is the invisible glue that holds society together, builds social capital and empowers individuals to make a difference to people’s lives… the passion of people who give their time and talents is a great strength of today’s Britain’ 

(Charles Clark, then Home Secretary, March 22, 2005)

‘A lot of people have just given up, in terms of their confidence…It’s about creating a culture and being agents of change and us working together…It is about challenging the status quo for people…We need to help them track a vision for the future for them and their kids…The decision makers and funders are puzzled by the challenges…I think the mobilisers can highlight and spot light some of the issues for challenge that need to be considered for these communities’

 (Interviewee, Milton Keynes, 2008)

Background to Report 4

For our Fourth Report, following discussion with service managers, we focused on the long-term future of the Community Mobiliser (CM) service. Our evaluation looked in particular at

a) the sustainability of the CM service 

b) the interaction of the CM service with other agencies and initiatives, in particular, with the Extended Schools initiative.

We interviewed mobilisers, service managers, head teachers, Extended Schools workers, sports coaches and young people, including participants in activities organized by the CM service. We spent time at community events and took part in holiday activities. We focused mainly but not exclusively on Greenleys and the Lakes Estate.

 

In the course of our research, our discussions with participants focused on the following issues: 

 

a) what makes CMs distinctive and/or different from other agencies?

b) how can the work be sustained once current funding has come to an end?  

c) Is the service succeeding in their aim of 'empowering' members of the communities where they work? Is the service becoming embedded in communities?

c) how does the CM work ‘fit’ with the Extended School initiative?

The aim of a qualitative evaluation like this one is not so much to establish how, for example, the Extended Schools initiative and CM service may differ in their policies and models as it is to uncover people's perceptions and experiences of different services.  

1. Work in progress - the continuing evolution of the Community Mobiliser service

At an individual level, young people, CMs and managers all told us stories about change and development. They told us about people, sometimes themselves, sometimes people they knew, who, had started at one point then, as a result of the impact of the CM service, had evolved into something else. The CM service itself has changed and evolved since our evaluation started. This process was described by one manager as a ‘blank page’ that has been gradually filled in.  One head teacher described the process:

In the first couple of years we struggled because the public perception of what this person was, it was unknown and there were so many agencies out there that parents just thought, this was yet another agency and we don’t quite know what this one does but well, if it’s offering anything, fine, we’ll accept it. Whereas now, there seems to be an understanding…that we have this person and that’s what they do, they lead things, they pull things together in terms of community and they get things happening…Their perceptions of what it is now, is helping because they know it’s there and (they say) ‘I could ask and ask (the CM) that, couldn’t it?’ rather than ‘ What do I do next?’

We found many examples of the way the work of the service has changed since it was set up: we found examples both of systemic development and of personal development.

At system level, the CM service has made significant changes in its way of working. One manager reported the changes in how new CMs are inducted to their posts:

As people come in, there is exactly the same things told to them. They go to the same courses, it’s all streamlined now and it runs really smoothly.

Systems to recruit and then support CMs have been developed, as a manager described: 

They know exactly what they are going to ask and they know the area that they are advertising for…They are not interviewed so much, as put in situations with community members and just, give them a subject to talk about… It works…it was quite weird…

The process of developing systems has been experimental. The fact that it has ‘worked’ seemed to surprise some of the people within the system:

It’s all organized and it works …but it has been trial and error getting to where we are.

There was recognition throughout the interviews that although there was now a more systematic support system in place, an essential requirement of the service and its workers was to be able to respond to the varying needs of the different communities in Milton Keynes. One size does not fit all. A head teacher commented, when speaking of the qualities needed in a CM:

It’s very much ...the right person, not the right person for the job but the right person for the particular area because this area is different from Walton, is different from Bradwell, is different from Stanton, is different from the Bletchley site.

A manager had a similar view:

It varies with each area…you can’t compare yourself with a different area. Everybody’s at different stages, so…places like say, Greenleys, Lakes, it’s very embedded in local culture, its part of life now, its probably unthinkable to have a school without a mobiliser…But then you get other areas…where it’s not so embedded…it’s very disparate…

There is no ‘standard’ pattern of working, for mobilisers, and every area has its own needs. This responsiveness to local conditions was seen by the people we spoke to as making the CM service very different from other agencies. Change and development are central to their way of working:

One manager said,

They can really glue…they are massive agents for change and communities…boy do these communities need change…I think it is about challenging the status quo for people…reaching out to people who need it, who really need it..’ 

One CM described the work of trying to bring about change:

It’s not about turning every person in XXXX into these happy individuals that want to talk to every person on the planet about love, peace and happiness. But that, that is the direction that we always want to continue pushing people, to challenge how they act and behave towards others.

This challenge and commitment to change can be risky and difficult. One respondent, a person with managerial responsibilities, put it thus:

They (the CMs) tread where angels fear to tread

He went on to describe how the local CM had engaged directly with difficult issues:


For instance…we had an issue this morning, where someone was parked in a

disabled space and someone, a parent here said to the chap, ‘this is a disabled space’. ‘What do you mean?’ the other person told him... he was quite offensive to him and told him to get off basically and there was quite a bit of an altercation and a fight…I think a lot of people are put off with that and find it very difficult, very difficult to work with, so they choose not to work with it and choose to avoid it. I think that is at school teacher level because they don’t want to raise these things with parents because they are worried about the hostile resistance of response. And that’s why I think (the CM) did some really good stuff over here.

A head teacher recognized that ‘mobilisers are very much at the sharp end. . .’ That phrase, ‘the sharp end’ came up in a number of interviews, with references from both providers and users of services about ‘working alongside people’ or ‘working with people’. 

This direct engagement with local people is recognized as the great strength of the mobiliser service. The service in Milton Keynes remains unusual, in that at the core of its approach is the recognition of the need for flexibility, not as an unwelcome necessity but as a desirable and highly effective means of delivering services that remain close to the roots of the community. A head teacher commented:

“[S]o many families don't want to work with some of the [other] agencies. . . but they are more than happy to work with [the Mobiliser] because they don't see him as a threat. . . he ain't a social worker, do you see what I mean?

The difference between CMs and other agencies was summed up by one manager:

(The other agencies) go round in these blue fleeces and uniforms and some of them are very nice people…but I just don’t see it working…you have to work really closely alongside people…I feel the community mobilisers can offer a lot, lot more..

An Extended Schools co-ordinator recognized the positive influence at ‘grassroots’ level of the CM in their area:

Mobilisers are our way in to the community: the school hasn’t the time or the status to make links. School frightens many parents … There are so many agencies, so many people trying to do the right thing. There is saturation. But they go, there’s no ownership from the community... (The CM) has a better understanding.

The co-ordinator went on to describe the ES role very much as providing school-based activities during term time, not holidays. These activities included breakfast clubs, activities for parents and the development of the community garden at the school. The co-ordinator distinguished between this ‘provider’ role, adopted by the ES initiative and the activist role of the CM.

 2) Different services, different roles?

The impressions of the Extended Schools service that we gathered showed that both providers and users of services saw schools as the physical location of the service. They saw the service as focused on childcare, with an approach similar to that of Sure Start. One head teacher said:

Extended Schools is there for our community, well, mainly our parents, I suppose.

The people we spoke to saw ES as being about providing full time child care for working parents. This would be in line with overall government social and economic policy which privileges participation in the labour market as the route out of poverty and social exclusion (see Interim Report 1: 5-6; Interim Report 2: 10-11; Levitas 1998: 22-28, 42-43, 61-63, 190-193, 209; www.everychildmatters.gov.uk)
We found a widespread, though not universal view that Extended Schools ‘put on’ activities ‘for’ people. Although this service was valued, it was not seen as a substitute for what the CMs had to offer. As one head teacher put it:

“[Without the Mobiliser] it would then be down to the . . . local group of schools to make sure we created this Extended Schools co-ordinator role to take on some elements of the Community Mobiliser role. But I don't think there [would] be any of that personal [engagement] at the sharp end. . . [N]ow that we know, and the community knows, what ... the Community Mobiliser does . . . we certainly want [the CM service] to stay and explore it further . . . I would hate that to be in jeopardy with somebody assuming that 'OK, Extended Schools in all areas will do that job, we don't need [the Mobilisers]'. That would be wrong…

To summarise, the CM service explicitly aims to remain flexible and adaptive to the changing circumstances on the ground, engaging directly with children and their families.  Whilst ES aim to provide 'wrap-around' care, offering clubs and activities for school-aged children before and after school hours, the CM service requires much more involvement of local residents themselves, not only in providing, but also in instigating, planning and funding community based activities.

Thus, the two services, whilst in some areas tapping into one another's provision, have distinctly different agendas, aims, and user bases.

The one-size-fits-all approach of the ES core offer cannot adapt quickly and flexibly to the continuously changing circumstances on the ground, which remains a key role for CMs. Among the CM workers, there was empathy for ES staff who had to meet rigid targets within very short time-frames. One felt that ‘ES is about policy and targets, while CMs are about delivery’

In several areas, we saw the two services working together constructively, with the ES worker recognizing, in one case, how essential access to communities was more easily achieved via co-operative work with the local CM, who is working on the interface between school and community. This co-operative working is made easier since in some cases, ES workers have previous experience of working as mobilisers.

However, we observed fundamental differences in approach. Extended Schools were essentially in a ‘provider’ role, with a discourse or culture of control, while for the CM service, aiming to transfer power to local residents often meant ‘letting go’ of control and responding continuously to changes ‘on the ground’. The CMs continue to play a vital role in ‘ glueing’ local communities together and in forging links between different agencies working in the city, especially in areas such as Greenleys and Lakes estate, where a large number of agencies are already at work.

3. Managing expectations

Given the variability within the service and the different needs of the various areas identified for CM activity, establishing clear local expectations is a challenge for the CM service. The dominant discourse in the CM service is that of developing capacity within local communities and transferring agency and power to residents. This approach is not always appreciated by workers in other services, where control remains firmly with professional employees and where the discourse is much more one of control. The reverse side of the ‘flexibility’, that all saw as necessary and desirable, is that sometimes those who expected to be ‘in control’ were not and were unhappy about it.  

This issue emerged particularly in some of our interviews with school-based professionals. One head teacher, for example, raised the issue of monitoring the work of the CMs.  Commenting that their school felt 'not part of the loop at all', the head teacher expressed unease and irritation over what they saw as lack of communication between the CM service management and the school management.  Possibly because, as one manager commented, ‘control is in the discourse’ of teaching and educational institutions (and particularly so, one would think, for a head teacher), this head teacher found it difficult to work with a service whose provider (in their view) would just ‘wander in sometimes’ and discuss things with parents without seeking permission and ‘without talking to members of staff about that’.  The head teacher thought this was ‘totally unprofessional’. This head teacher commented that the mobilisers had too much autonomy and ‘could create their own role a bit too much’. 

It was interesting to note that the head teacher’s comments related to a CM described in another setting as outstandingly successful. CMs can be viewed differently by different stakeholders, depending on the expectations of the stakeholder. For the head teacher, who was expecting much more defined ‘service’, what they saw as the CM’s unscheduled comings and goings were on occasion a source of irritation.

Other schools, in contrast, had a more developed idea of the CM role:

I think we had a reasonably good understanding as to what the CM was early on, compared to some, but I know there was a perception that it was just like another learning mentor…some schools thought of it as just a school-based thing and so there were issues with line managers …But we understand now, we understood it quite well then but we understand it even better now…

In another, where understanding was not yet so well developed, the head teacher suggested that improved efforts to communicate the CM’s work would be helpful:
“[W]e would particularly want regular meetings with [the CM Manager]. . . we do need to know what our position in that loop is and what [are] the expectations of the mobiliser working [round] our particular school.” 

Interestingly, in the school where the CM service was better understood, the head teacher took personal responsibility for the communication with the mobiliser:

We’ve managed it on a fairly informal basis with meetings, but we need to be sure as head teachers of schools that we put time aside to sit down and reflect on a regular basis with what’s happening with the community mobiliser. What are the latest initiatives? What other things we need to touch base on? It’s right that they are separated from the school and they’re not just another staff member’

It appears that, in this school at least, the CM has succeeded in not only mobilising the community, but in mobilising the school.

4. Individual responsibility – ‘he’s our man’.

The CMs’ model of working remains highly dependent on individuals and individual commitment and understanding of their role.  This emphasis on individuals creates the need for a clear and explicit set of values and expectations and a common understanding of structures and training opportunities. We have pointed out these issues before (Rep 1: 36-37; Rep 2: 4; 19-20 + 'Ways Forward' and 'Interim Conclusions' pp. 31-33)
We found that in the two years since we initially reported on the service, much progress had been made in supporting CMs in their understanding of their role, with one of the major developments being the formulation of the ‘Model of Approach’ (MKCVO, 2007)

Some of the qualities that make a ‘good’ CM are hard to define. Many of our interviewees continued to see moral qualities as the core of the CM role, with ' ‘genuineness’, in particular, being seen as a vital requirement for a successful CM. As one informant put it:

I don’t think it’s about how you speak or your upbringing or anything. I feel it is about people feeling that you are genuine, you know it doesn’t matter if you drive a Range Rover and live in the country or whatever. You know, people around here ar’n’t fussed with it, it’s how you are.

Local attachments to individuals were crucial. As one local person said of one CM, 'he's our man'. 

 

Recruitment and training for such a flexible and evolving job remain a challenge. Given the unexpected challenges of the job, training needs are non traditional and sometimes unpredictable. The service is continuing to develop its training and support; it is an iterative process. One manager commented:

It’s that first step…these are ongoing things…we are looking at other programmes and training opportunities coming up…So it’s not about a one or two hour training session, get a certificate, that’s it. It’s not about that….We’re always looking to move in to the next step…

The challenges of the job require non traditional and flexible supporting mechanisms. One CM facing a difficult local situation had found it necessary to call their manager on a Saturday:

I called her and she was on her allotment…but no she stopped what she was doing and talked to me. It was a day off and all the rest of it but she was reaffirming what I was doing. I needed that…now I know that I can ring and that they’re there to support me in those situations…not like I’d ever try and ring her on a Saturday afternoon to ask whether I should do an activity or something…But I know they’re there to support in those challenging situations.

We found evidence in our discussions that CM service managers had recognised the need for non traditional support for CMs and had recognised the personally challenging nature of their work. Managers had, for example, established a programme of individual counselling, via Relate:

They need supervision, independent supervision where they can offload 

all these horrible problems…some of them are horrible…it is such heavy, heavy emotional work…

To sustain this level of direct engagement in challenging situations, such responses are likely to need to be developed further – and budgeted for - in the future.
The highly idiosyncratic or personal nature of the CM post (see Report 1) and the freedom that each CM has to tailor his/her approach to the needs and particular concerns of each individual community can also mean that some perceptions are that the CMs may end up ‘creat[ing] their own role a bit too much’ (HT) and that ‘the CVO just go with the flow a bit too much sometimes’ (Manager). To maintain flexibility, as a strength of the service, while keeping the confidence of other stakeholders, is a recognised challenge.
As we have argued earlier (Report 1), CMs can often find themselves working in isolation - something which the CM Management have taken steps to address via their ‘Model of Approach’ document. This document is helpful both in offering CMs themselves a fundamental structure, while interpreting the service to other services.

We observed CMs offering an impressive range of support and guidance to families and children. The non-specialised and 'universally targeted' nature of CM provision means that this service can, and does, reach groups which are traditionally 'hard to reach' for agencies.  But it can also mean, as one manager put it, that ‘there isn't demarcation enough’. In other words, although most of the current CMs are very efficient and competent in sign posting and referring to other agencies and specialised support, it is a weakness in the CM model/approach that it relies so heavily on the individual CM's ability to 'see the bigger picture' (i.e. identify, define, and then contextualise each individual's needs within this individual's specific social, economic, emotional, health, education, employment, housing, and other circumstances). It might be a good idea to consider opportunities for joint training with other agencies, to make sure CMs are able to signpost effectively and to ensure that other agencies are aware of the role of the CMs.

5.Emphasis on equality/democratic processes 

    

As we have pointed out, we continued to find a strong emphasis within the CM service of 'working alongside' rather than ‘providing services’. This aspect of the job was much valued by the CMs themselves.

One CM, for example, told us about a facilitator who had enabled him and the people in the Local Action Group to attempt to ‘find common ground’ following a difficult incident within the group. Clearly, the CM saw the incident as much as a learning experience for himself as for the people he worked with:

I was able to see her side…how she deals with situations…How yeah, maybe she is a strong person who’ll come out and say things, but inside she’s very nervous about it and worried and all the rest of it. So we were really able to get to that common ground between each other…I think everyone was able to realize that you can’t make everyone happy all the time. You do upset people but as long as we are open and honest with each other and trying to support people then that’s only going to strengthen us as an individual, as a group, us as representing our community.

Throughout the interview, the CM repeatedly returned to the metaphor of ‘finding common ground’ – a very different model from that usually used by service providers. The term ‘our community’ was striking, in its identification of the mobiliser’s concerns with those of the residents in the Local Action Group.

This sense of common purpose extended throughout the service, with a strong sense of the need for supporting the process of capacity building. A manager commented:

Some of our people need quite a lot of care how we enable them…we need to enable them and empower them with a lot of care and thought…To say, ‘That’s great, you get on with it’ isn’t always the…we need to glue them…you know…broker things with them…build their confidence but walk with them. Go on that journey alongside them, let them drive it, but be there next to them’.

A similar ‘brokering’ metaphor was used by a head teacher:

They are brokers for things…they light a little touch paper and things happen…they don’t necessarily do all of it themselves, but they start off…so, for example, the local action group, that was very much kicked off  by the community mobilisers…But it is now almost a sustainable and self-running thing, so yeah, they still need guidance but it’s them doing a lot of it..

Finding the best way to support emerging initiatives is a subtle task, as one CM explained:

I think I need to kind of not re-invent but re-publicise the CM here…because you have people moving in here all the time…I have helped set up the local action group so now people should be going to that community group from help and advice and then for support they can come to me if I can help them with any additional information that’s signposted or anything like that. So hopefully with the more that they take a step forward I can take a step back and just be there to hold everything in place

Much of the work of the CMs was done through modelling of how things might be done differently:

I know that parents say this to me…they see (the CM) with their kids and families and they think, um, I might do that with my kids. And you think, I’m going to go home and do that with my kids and parents do say that to me, that is what is brilliant about him…I know that people, from being around that behaviour, they get a lot from it…
A strong egalitarian sense was also there in participants, for example with the young people we spoke to who were taking part in activities during school holidays. The seriousness of purpose and the commitment of young participants were striking, as was their sense that they had a role in and responsibility for the activities they attended. They were not simply ‘attending’ the activity. One 14 year old boy, working with a CM as a trainee coach said:

(The CM) makes it possible…We interact with her….then we do it…Coaches encourage you to express yourself… I have seen it happening…X is a model. I know now I have to act responsibly. When I started coaching, I realized I’d like to be a teacher”

A 19 year old student who had just left a local school, had taken on a number of roles, including membership of the Local Action Group:

We grew…we developed ourselves further…We (the Local Action Group) wanted to run without (the CM)… we saw that anyone can do what they want, if they put their mind to it. 

 

This active language reflected a genuine experience of ‘empowerment’ where, via coaching and modelling, young people had themselves changed their behaviour and their aspirations.

 

But ‘empowerment’ is not a straightforward process of progression. ‘Empowering’ people can also create problems - or, rather, they make existing problems more apparent.  When you make space for people to voice their opinions, needs, experiences, grievances, and concerns, you will necessarily (if you do it properly, that is) also make space for conflict to reach the surface and to be voiced. We found evidence of this in the story told to us (separately) by several interviewees. This incident, involving a confrontation between members of the Local Action Group had caused the CM service to learn quickly and on their feet.

Once people are ‘empowered’, they take directions of their own. If, indeed, we look at community development in the broader perspective of enhancing communication and social interaction, strengthening individuals’ sense of belonging and building self esteem, then the approach would and should look further than, for example, employability – as the CM approach does. When that next step is taken, then the process becomes one of more profound cultural change, with the next step after that likely to be political mobilisation. As we have argued previously, empowerment and mobilisation clearly hold the potential for political activation, that is, for possible resistance (see Interim Report 1: 37; see also Interim Report 2: 24-2) CMs are likely to need more support to deal with this ‘resistance’, which, as we saw in several of our interviews, can be personally very challenging. 

6.Working with Local Action Groups

 

The question of the CM’s core role was one raised by several people we interviewed. One issue raised was that of organisational responsibility for the Local Action Groups - who should take that responsibility, in particular, the duty of chairing the meetings? This issue is one that has been noted in community development work elsewhere. As, for example, the evaluation of the ‘light touch’ Governance Project, in Camden, London concluded, community groups need to address issues to do with governance. One of the most important of these issues is the need for a clear, simple and fair legal framework, including a constitution (Kumar and Nunan, 2002) 

In the course of our discussions, the issue of how meetings should be chaired was raised by several people. As one manager pointed out, skilful chairing can present difficulties to those who, in other areas, are entirely competent. 

According to this Manager, an important prerequisite for empowerment is that people are allowed to 'play to their strengths'.  Among other things, this to him means that the mobilisers should be doing what they do best, namely working with local residents to build capacity: they should not be asked to chair Local Action Group meetings.  This suggestion is interesting and has potential for engendering positive changes in the way the LAGs and the CMs' work are organised and related to one another.  The manager commented:

[W]e'd get much more out of these local action groups and be able to reach different families if [the LAGs] were more skilfully chaired . . . rather than just a get together with a few people. . . I think that . . with everything listened to, with robust action planning, with some useful . . . and managed discussion by a very skilled chair, I think people would get so much [more out of LAGs]
The challenges of developing local capacity were evident in discussions about Local Action Groups. Supporting the development of local capacity is the CMs’  key task. However, there was recognition in a number of our interviewees that it was sometimes difficult to get beyond ‘the usual suspects’ – which, in local terms can be perceived as a ‘clique’. We noted in passing that the family inter- connectedness of one such group – ‘she’s my cousin’.

In order to avoid 'cosyfication' and stalemate where a small group of 'usual suspects' in effect prevent wider participation, one informant suggested, LAG membership should have a set length of service, with people standing down after a set period, for example, two years.:

You need new blood, otherwise it becomes like the golf club…
In their view, ‘the actual composition of’ the local LAG can in itself become exclusive and a barrier to participation. 

One CM told us how the LAG in their area had recognised this issue and tried to do something about it:

People kind of come in and get a bit too comfortable and …maybe not on purpose but cliques start to form and then outsiders don’t want to come and join in and therefore you’re restricting access really…So we kind of came together and decided it was best that everyone resigned their post as chair, vice chair…and start all over again, so re-elect…so people who didn’t want to be involved in the group could move on, people who wanted more of a role could take that…and extended it, rather than having your usual chair, vice chair, secretary, treasurer there were other roles as well. There’s a volunteer co-ordinator, there’s a project co-ordinator, there’s a publicity officer…so we try to work towards peoples strengths, so everyone’s got a role and each one can work at that and can bring it all together at the meetings…We are trying to show we’re not a clique…and that people can come and join us…You don’t have to be the chair, you can be the tea maker …you can be the person that registers the children…and everyone has a strength…

The LAG in his local area, the Manager suggested, would benefit from a Constitution with clear guidelines and policies on behaviour, finance and organisation.  

 

7) Sustaining change
 

We were struck, in the course of our interviews and discussions, by the consistency of the language used by CMs , by residents and by young people involved in local projects. We noted the consistency of metaphors – with the idea of the journey and of ‘modelling’ or coaching being used repeatedly by the people we met.

 

The language of empowerment, with a strong consciousness of the coaching model, was used unselfconsciously by young people and by adults.

We found many examples of people whose lives had been changed definitively, because of their involvement with the mobiliser service. We met and were told about residents, mainly women, who had acquired skills and found paid employment as a result of their contact with the CM service. A head teacher described one family in particular:

The particular parent had no confidence at all, zero confidence and life was basically a shambles…but (the CM) managed to get that person in and they became the mainstay of the local action group…From being a family in relative crisis, they emerged as being incredibly helpful and a vibrant part of our parents’ group…It was the mobiliser who prompted that person, that mum, to get out and do things and kept telling her ‘you can do this’. It made a difference to the mum.

A manager described the impact of the service on one local woman:

She’s a shining example…she was very shy and retiring at first and she started to come to a few little activities. But then she joined the LAG and she started running the LAG and now she’d got paid work for the first time in years…She’s just out there and so pleased with her life…

One of our interviewees recognized that it would be useful to collect more of these personal stories of individual change:

The first time I met her she was just helping out in Fun Food and I was helping out as well and she’s got about 3 kids and some older kids as well. And she just, you know, not massively confident should we say… and then the next time I saw her, I think it was the Christmas party and she was just miles more confident. She was just out there, helping, doing stuff, organizing and the, we put her on some courses…and now she’s got this paid work, its part-time work… she’s full of herself and I was dead proud of her. She’s just out there and so pleased with her life and it’s because of the community mobilisers. If they weren’t there…I mean that’s one story…there must be dozens out there.

 

Commentary

The fundamental way in which a service, a charity, or an organisation approaches service delivery has been termed its 'theory of change' (Cummings et al., 2005: 126-136). In their evaluation of Extended Services in Britain, Cummings and colleagues define it thus:

The concept of theory of change is essentially a very simple one: when individuals or organisations take purposeful action, they make certain assumptions about how their actions will work to produce the outcomes they intend.  (Cummings et al. 2005: 126)

As shown and discussed in our First Interim Report the CM service has a theory of change which moves its modes of need identification, its mode of delivery, and its mode of service evaluation against the grain of much of mainstream community development service provision. 

Being clear about overall aims is crucial to any service, but just as important is clarity about how such aims might be reached.  Cummings and colleagues evaluated the Extended Schools service after the first year of implementation and concluded that:

What was more difficult for them [school leaders, agencies] was to explain how the problems interacted with each other, to identify any underlying causation or to articulate how, precisely, their actions would work to change this situation. (Cummings et al. 2005: 127, our emphasis)

Arguably, the most important and often most difficult challenge for any community development initiative is identifying the often taken-for-granted presumptions about how specific actions will bring about desired change.  Cummings et al.'s report calls for clarity on the causal links made between actions and outcome.  To this, we would add clarity on, and in-depth understanding of, the causal links between who express and identify needs and how they are expressed, on the one hand, and how service users and providers arrive at suitable methods for meeting such needs.  Or, to put it differently, it is not just about 'how, precisely... actions would work to change [a] situation' (op.cit.) but also about who, in practice, would be working to change this situation. Moreover, the CM approach is also about what to do when different groups express different needs and when particular methods of meeting those needs come to produce exclusive, or 'cliquey', practices (see also Reports 1 and 2).

The CM service's 'Model of Approach' (MKCVO 2007) is a good example of a ‘theory of change’, set out in programmatic clarity.

Among the ES approaches evaluated after the first year of Full Service implementation, Cummings et al. identify one kind which is, in important ways, similar to the CM approach. They call it the “knotty” approach:
Strands of work with families, communities and students and on developing the school are seen as interacting with each other. Some of the impacts of this work will be experienced directly on what we called the 'material costs' of the area – for instance, providing adults and young people with easier access to health workers should have a direct impact on ill-health in the area just as giving people access to learning opportunities should have a direct impact on skills, accreditation and employment. However, there seems to be a considerable emphasis on what we might call 'cultural change' – on change, that is, in attitudes and values so that historic patterns of disengagement and disenchantment are replaced by more positive patterns of engagement and confidence.  (Cummings et al. 2005: 130)

Of course, as we have seen in the past three evaluation reports, if “cultural change” is to have any lasting import, it must emerge from and develop into grassroots action that brings about sustainable improvement. Such change is not for any service to 'provide' or 'give' to local communities. It can be encouraged and supported, and communities must be allowed to learn from own trials and errors, one case at a time. Such processes of empowerment as the CMs seek to encourage take time. They take a lot of time. They are gradual, painstaking and dynamic.  There are no ‘quick fixes’.
The annual report on ES in Milton Keynes appears to place considerable emphasis on community development, multi-agency co-operation and local participation and empowerment (Greenfield et al. 2006).Whilst schools are central to delivery and co-ordination of services, the Report acknowledges the importance of joining up with the services and learning from the experiences of agencies already established in the local areas.  In this light, it is surprising that the MK ES seems, at least up to the point where we were collecting our data, to have expressed very little interest in the CM service, one of the most successful and innovative community development services in the city, although individuals from both services were, on a local level, working closely together. As has been repeatedly established by this evaluation, the CM service is uniquely well managed and delivered and offers a flexibility which would make it an ideal partner for the ES. More importantly, the Mobilisers are now firmly embedded in some of the more challenging communities in MK (Lakes Estate and Greenleys).  The ES, in other words, has a successful community development and participatory initiative right on its doorstep.

Summary

· We found many individual success stories of people whose lives have been changed totally, for the better, by CM service

· The CM service has become part of the landscape in a number of areas of Milton Keynes, where it offers a distinctive and highly valued service

· The work of the service has evolved and is evolving.  It is ‘work in progress’ and is likely to remain so given the service’s commitment to responding to community need

· The fundamental ‘ideology’ of the service is now developed and embodied in documentation. It is now possible to ‘hand on’ material about core values and structures.

· Ways of working with other agencies is developing now and the service now has a feedback questionnaire to gauge level of inter-agency agreement. 
· Managing the expectations of other services remains an issue, especially where professionals hold a different model of working

· The CM service is doing ‘difficult’ work – ‘where angels fear to tread’. This difficulty leads to occasional bruising : workers will need non traditional and flexible support for ongoing development

· The strength of the CM service is what one informant called its ‘adaptive management’, which has responded to the needs of residents and of the CMs themselves.

Some points to consider

1. There are practical challenges in enabling the CMs to be able to work flexibly and responsibly. In order to respond, ‘on the hoof’ as one manager described it, they need the freedom to make quick, ad hoc, and sometimes executive decisions. Hence, those who manage the CMs might need to consider how CMs are given greater budgetary autonomy.

2. It might be a good idea to consider opportunities for joint training with other agencies, to make sure CMs are able to signpost effectively and to ensure that other agencies are aware of the role of the CMs.

3.CMs (with their managers) might need to consider how administrative changes could help them to focus more on what they do best –ie direct work with residents of their communities. Some suggestions might be 

a. set length of service, so no group monopolises the Action Group

b. clear constitution and Code of conduct for Local Action Groups

c. independent chairing

d.  A separate post covering all secretarial and chairing work for all MK LAGs to ensure skilled and independent facilitation of LAG discussions, skilled and unbiased mediation between members of LAGs and accurate, efficient, and on-time delivery of written minutes and/or reports from LAG meeting.
4. It could be useful to consider how a 'centralised' and 'centralising' overview of the initiatives, action plans, experiences, and decision making processes of all LAGs across MK might be developed – and whether such a centralised approach would be beneficial.
5. It would be useful to consider ways of improved communication and liaison between different service providers (and users) within as well as across CM areas. In particular, more formal links with local collaborating schools might be further developed, giving them update information about the changing role of the CM.
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Interview questions

Thank you

Can I record the interview?

Confidentiality: anonymity to the extent possible; any single individual will be represented in a way that makes it unlikely that persons other than that individual her/himself can identify her/him; we are bound by University ethics guidelines.

CF programme started 2003.  Concentrating on the past year, I would like to ask questions about impact of CM's work, for your school, for local community, for individual families.

Do you know your local CM? What do you think they do?

Can you think of any particular incident/event that seems to you to illustrate what the CMs do/show the CMs /making a difference  (to individuals or to groups) ?

How (if at all) has the CM's work made a difference (positively or negatively) to the work of your school:

* in terms of the school's community relations?

* in the context of individual children?

* in terms of relations to individual families? 

* in the context of educational achievement?

How embedded would you say the CM service is in the work of the school/local community? 

What would be the impact, do you think, if the CM service was withdrawn?

CM service versus extended schools – is there any difference?  

Other professionals working with children/families in school... how would you compare the CM service with those?

If the CM service was made part of local provision, what would you like to see them doing in the next 3 years?
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