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This first interim evaluation report is part of an ongoing formative evaluation, conducted by The Open University, of the felt impact of Children’s Fund initiatives in Milton Keynes.  It focuses on the Milton Keynes Community Mobiliser Service.  This service, established in 2004, has been instrumental in delivering the local Children’s Fund programme.  

The report is based mainly on data collected through qualitative semi-structured interviews with service providers and managers.  Identifying recurrent themes emerging from these interviews, the report provides a qualitative analysis of possible links between professional practice, personal experience, and local and national service objectives.  In order for the reader to hear the voices of on-the-ground service providers  -  rather than only the researcher's interpretation of these voices  -  verbatim quotations from interviews have been used extensively.  

Key issues presented are:

1. Local interpretations of  Children’s Fund objectives and policies aimed at preventing social exclusion.

After a brief discussion of the Social Exclusion Unit's approach to poverty, the national and local Children's Fund objectives are outlined and discussed in relation to ways in which the Milton Keynes Mobilisers describe and put into practice these objectives.  It is shown that whilst Mobilisers rarely mention objectives or targets explicitly, they nonetheless describe them very accurately when asked about their own role and day-to-day work.  It is, further, argued that the MKCF Board's 'targeted universalism' approach  is generally well served by the generalist and preventative approach of the Mobilisers. 

2. Background or origins of Community Mobiliser approach.

With reference to traditional community mobiliser approaches to overseas development, differences and similarities between this and the Milton Keynes aopproach are described and their implications discussed.

3. Mobilisers’ own descriptions of the CM role and of their personal experiences of day-to-day work.

On the basis of interview data, Mobilisers' own understanding of the mobiliser role is described and problematized in relation to the tension between being a 'professional' and being a 'neighbour'.  It is argued that this tension holds in it both great strengths and some weaknesses.

4. Challenges identified by mobilisers in relation to sustainability, time frame, inter-agency collaboration, local participation, and funding.

The Mobilisers identified a number of key concerns, the most pertinent of which were:

· The importance of being flexible in the interpretation and practical employment of CF targets and age limits.

· The difficulties encountered in developing services that are sustainable over the longer term.  Here, the problem of insecure funding and of the relatively short period of time given the Mobiliser service – as a pilot project – to 'prove it's worth' were major concerns for both Mobilisers and their Team Manager.

· The crucial role of the Mobilisers as mediators or brokers between different statutory and voluntary sector agencies already working in the areas, and between service users and service providers.  Many Mobilisers saw inter-agency collaboration as both difficult and critical, and the report suggests that the role as mediator may prove to be the most important of all the mobiliser roles in the future – that is, beyond 2008.

·  Problems encountered, on the ground, with hard-to-reach groups and individuals.  It is argued that a possible entrenchment is taking place,  firstly, between those potential service users who do engage with the Mobilisers, and those potential service users who do not; and, secondly, between the generalist Mobilisers and more specialist agency workers. 

On the basis of a discussion of these issues, the report considers the following:

· A possible threat of losing the CM effect over the medium and longer term.  A key issue here is the pressure that is brought to bear on service providers, especially those working on the ground, by the insecurity surrounding longer-term funding.  In this context, the role of the Milton Keynes Children's Fund Board in promoting and supporting the Community Mobiliser Service is crucial.

· A possible need for clearer terms of reference and improved communication for Mobilisers.

· A potential problem with the transferability of the mobiliser role, given that Mobilisers and their Team Manager perceive the Mobiliser role as very 'personal' or 'idiosyncratic'.

· A possible tension, on the ground as well as within the discursive framework of community mobilisation, between empowerment and social control.

Prior to the present publication, all interviewees have had an opportunity to comment on a first draft – in writing and at face-to-face meetings with the author.  Where deemed relevant, these comments have been incorporated into the final edition of the text.

Throughout, descriptions and analyses are based on the impressions of the researcher/author.  The approach is critically questioning, rather than seeking to reach conclusions.  As the first in a series of small-scale qualitative evaluations, this work is meant to be used as a basis for discussion.
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