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Summary

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:

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

· The Community Mobiliser approach to Children’s Fund targets and policies.

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

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

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.

· The transferability of the mobiliser role.

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

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.

The Milton Keynes Children's Fund Partnership was set up in 2003/2004 as part of a Third Wave of Children's Fund local initiatives in England.  The following is the first of a planned series of interim reports on a small-scale, qualitative evaluation of the felt impact of Children's Fund initiatives in Milton Keynes.

Here, I  focus on the Community Mobiliser (CM) Service   -  a key service commissioned and supported by the Milton Keynes Children's Fund (MKCF) Partnership.  I concentrate on basic questions about policy objectives and how these are translated into a strategic and practical approach.  Thus, I ask not whether, but how, the CM initiative works.  In doing so, my aim has been to take a first step towards an ongoing, 'formative' evaluation (as opposed to a 'summative' one, cf. Dean & Howes 2004; Dobson 2003).  It should be noted here that the Mobiliser Service is currently undergoing rapid changes in response to on-going challenges.  It is in the nature of social research that data collection and analysis will produce a ‘snap shot’ picture of relationships and perspectives which, in reality, change continuously.  For instance, one interviewee for this piece of work is no longer in post, whilst two new mobilisers are now in post but have not been interviewed.  It should also be noted that two of the mobilisers interviewed had  been in post for a relatively short period of time when I interviewed them.   

The aim here is to outline recurrent themes emerging from interviews with service providers and to provide a qualitative analysis of links between professional practice, personal experiences, and local and national service objectives.

This report offers an overview of how service providers explain and perceive key ideas underlying the community mobilization project.  I have sought to get as close as possible to the mobilisers’ own voices; hence the extensive use of direct quotations.  However, to gain more immediate (that is, less mediated) insights into the nuances and variations of practical community mobilization on the ground,  I suggest that members of the CF Board consider developing a schedule for regular feedback and update meetings with the mobilisers and the CVO.  A better developed dialogue between the MKCF Board and the CM Service would not only serve as an example of constructive inter-agency collaboration, it might also prove crucial to success in securing longer term funding. 

Methods

Formal individual interviews were conducted with 6 Community Mobilisers, the CM Team Manager, and the MKCF Manager.  Each interview lasted between one and two hours and was audio recorded and transcribed in full.  Informal verbal consent was obtained to quote from and use interview data, provided the researcher asks permission in each particular case where identification might be possible from the contents of direct quotes.  Moreover, I undertook some participant-observation, attending Local Action Groups meetings, visiting CMs in their areas, and attending local community activities.   During my visits, I have had informal talks with parents and children, but more intensive data collection is necessary for me to evaluate children's and families' experiences with CF initiatives.  Finally, I have consulted a range of relevant local and national documents and publications.  One set of written data that would have been helpful, but which I have been unable to obtain due to difficulties securing authors' informed consent, is the diaries which Community Mobilisers are, or have been in the past, required to produce, detailing and evaluating their own  performance.  It is my hope that I will be able to see these diaries at a later stage.

The interviews were semi-structured and very informal in tone.  Direct qotations have been edited slightly to ease the flow of reading them, but no substantial alterations have been made.

Throughout, descriptions and  analysis are based on first impressions, and the report should be read as an outline of areas for future exploration, commentary, and further analysis.  My approach is critically questioning, rather than seeking to reach conclusions.  It is meant to be used, and itself questioned, as a discussion paper.

The Children's Fund – briefly

The Children's Fund is a National Government programme initiated in November 2000.  It is part of a larger social, health, education, and employment policy development instigated by the New Labour Government under the Social Exclusion Unit set up by Peter Mandelson in 1997 when Labour first came to power after almost two decades of Conservative Government.

Since then, the ideology underwriting policies towards child and family welfare is one by which poverty is largely described and treated in terms of 'social exclusion'.  The Social Exclusion Unit (SEU) defines social exclusion in terms of individuals' ability to participate in the society in which they live.  Resources are seen as crucial to this ability and are broadly defined:

Social exclusion is about more than poverty. It is a shorthand term for what can happen when people or areas face a combination of linked problems such as unemployment, discrimination, poor skills, low incomes, poor housing, high crime, bad health and family breakdown.  These problems are linked and mutually reinforcing so that they can create a vicious cycle in people's lives  (Social Exclusion Unit 2004: 3).

The origins of this broad and relativist notion of poverty can be found in Townsend's influential redefinition of poverty:

Individuals, families and groups can be said to be in poverty when they lack the resources to obtain the types of diet, participate in the activities and have the living conditions and amenities which are customary, or at least are widely encouraged and approved, in the societies to which they belong. Their resources are so seriously below those commanded by the average individual or family that they are, in effect, excluded from ordinary living patterns, customs and activities.(Townsend 1979: 32)

In her analysis of New Labour social policies, Ruth Levitas shows how employment, education, social and health care policies have gradually moved away from this broad understanding of poverty.  Over the past nine years, policies have increasingly focused on participation in the paid work force as the primary route out of poverty and exclusion (Levitas 1998 (2005)).  Nevertheless, the Government's fundamental approach to social exclusion still carries the imprint of Townsend's understanding of poverty.

There are 149 local Children's Fund partnerships in England, concentrating on disadvantaged children aged 5-13 and their families.  

The Children's Fund aims to provide a responsive approach to meeting needs and developing good practice for services for children and young people at risk of social exclusion. It aims to develop services so that children and young people at risk of social exclusion are identified early. Its purpose is to fund services for children, young people, their families and communities which tackle the barriers and disadvantages they face and which help them to realise their potential.  (Children's Fund website, n.d.)

Guided by various deprivation indicators, local partnerships identify areas, communities, or groups in need and allocate funds supporting a wide range of services for children and families.

Children’s Fund objectives

Prior to the establishment of the Milton Keynes Children's Fund, an initial survey was carried out, using locality mapping to identify areas of need in a city which is not generally suffering from many social problems (Conway & Howard 2002, access to document restricted; MKCF Manager, pers. comm.).  According to this survey, Milton Keynes has pockets of deprivation which – as in the case of three streets in Bradville North – may be hidden amidst the relative wealth surrounding them.

Although a key issue for the local as well as national Children's Fund is the empowerment of local people to express their own needs and identify their own problems, there are nevertheless certain pre-established issues of concern which guide the initial identification of 'in need' locations. The indicators of social exclusion, or poverty, employed by the MKCF are clearly detectable in the headings under which MKCF initially mapped local needs.  The report on locality mapping of Milton Keynes employs indicies such as: teenage pregnancy; paediatrics attendance; lone parent registration at birth; low birth weight; offenses committed by 10-17 year olds; racist incidents; domestic violence; permanent school exclusions; special educational needs; uptake of free school meals; homelessness; child protection registration; referrals to Children and Family Services; and looked-after children (Conway & Howard 2002, access restricted).

The national Children's Fund outlines seven objectives to which MKCF has added another two:

· To promote attendance in school by 5-13-year-olds.

· To achieve improved educational performance among 5-13-year-olds.

· To ensure fewer young people aged 10-13 commit crime and fewer children aged 5-13 are victims of crime.

· To reduce child health inequalities.

· To ensure children, young people, and their families feel the services are accessible.

· To develop services which are experienced as effective.

· To involve families in building the community's capacity to sustain the programme and thereby create pathways out of poverty.

· (local) To increase the amount of affordable and accessible play provision for children and young people in the Children's Fund areas.

· (local) To increase and improve informal support for parents of children in the Children's Fund areas.  (Every Child Matters website; Milton Keynes Children's Fund 2004c) 

These objectives could be divided into two groups:

The 'result' (or what) objectives encompass educational achievement, physical and mental health, crime/victimization, family wellbeing and stability, and access to facilities, leisure activities, and mutual local support.

The methodological (or how) objectives outline the means by which a fundamentally preventative approach should seek to provide these outcomes with a view to longer term sustainability.  These are less immediately detectable in the seven (or nine) objectives, but from related SEU, CF, and ECM publications, it is clear that local participation, local ownership, local identification of own needs, empowerment, and early intervention are key to the overall approach of both the national Children's Fund and MKCF (Department for Education and Skills 2004a; 2004b; 2004c; Milton Keynes Children's Fund 2004a; 2004b; Social Exclusion Unit website).  

It should be noted here that the MKCF's own formulation of the national objectives, as well as the local objective 9, point towards a stronger commitment to community-based approaches than the one found in the national CF framework and in most of the other local CF initiatives which I have consulted.  Milton Keynes' ninth objective was formulated in direct response to an informal consultation exercise among people living in the areas to be covered by the MKCF, and a key concern expressed by many parents and other adults was the lack of opportunities to meet other adults in the local community (MKCF Manager, pers.comm.).  Hence, the emphasis on mutual parental support.

One other evaluation describes an initiative similar to  –  but not quite as far-reaching as  –  the Milton Keynes Community Mobiliser service.  Evaluating the local Blackburn Children's Fund initiatives, Dean & Howes describe “[o]ne very exciting project [which] grew from parents using CF money to open a parent-run community base for children and young people” (2004: 5) . The Blackburn with Darwen family workers employed on the Familywise initiative are described as “catalysts within the community; 'key local activists'.” (ibid.: 18).   However, Milton Keynes Children's Fund demonstrates a uniquely consistent approach to community participation and empowerment by emphasizing not only the importance of local mutual 'grass root' co-operation, but also the importance of mutual respect.  This concern with mutual respect is most clearly expressed in the MKCF's explicitly anti-stigmatizing approach.  The Milton Keynes Children's Fund Manager describes this approach as “targeted universalism”:

CF Manager:  Well, the ideal of targeted universalism is that it's... there’s an analogy between the paint brush and a roller.  So if you imagine that you have a wall that needs painting but not all of it needs painting, maybe 50 or 60% needs painting.  It would be silly to use a paint brush on it.  Because even though some of the wall is going to be painted that doesn’t need painting it is much quicker to do that than it is to use a paint brush.  Targeted universalism is like that... what we do is use locality mapping to identify the high need areas, and if we set up open services in those areas, we target services, universal services, in those areas and therefore there is a very high hit rate.  But, also, the added advantage of that is that you are helping people, but you are helping them in a non-stigmatizing way.  You also tend to draw in people with no problems in that area who act as a spur and as a support and a model to people that might be actually functionally at a lower social level.

Anna:  So when you say non-stigmatizing.... how in practice are you making services non-stigmatizing, apart from this targeted universalism?

CF Manager:  Well, I suppose the main way is that they are services that people choose to use. So, say someone might choose to say 'oh, I think I’ll go to the library today with my children'.  Someone might choose to get involved in the community mobiliser service. Or they might choose to see the early counsellor. So they choose to do that, it’s a natural choice, rather than someone saying 'you’re a problem family', as an individual family. And I think other social support systems in this country, I think, tend to target people as problem people, as problem families. Whereas what this is actually saying is 'here is a series of services that you can use'.  I think, essentially, the community mobiliser service [is about] not only offering developing services, but it's about engaging children and families in defining and trying to run, and training people to run, those services themselves.  So it's about strengthening communities.  So that is what for me is certain of the elements [of] what we want to do.  Philosophically, what I am describing is what was supported by what was initially an interim board partnership, the Children’s Fund Board, and is now the normal Children’s Fund Board.  Philosophically, they had a very clear idea from the beginning that they wanted to develop early preventive non-stigmatizing services.  And the idea of targeted universalism. So you target a particular estate or cluster of estates.  You do it in a way which doesn’t actually pick out people as problem people.  (Interview transcript)

Community Mobilisers

According to the MKCF Service Specification, the Community Mobiliser service has been “conceived as the basic means of ensuring delivery of the CF Plan in Milton Keynes” (MKCF, n.d.: 3).  The Community Mobiliser service was developed in 2003, by the Milton Keynes Council of Voluntary Organisations (MKCVO), in direct response to MKCF service specifications.  The MKCVO currently employs eight CMs, each based in a CF area.

During the first six months of the independent evaluation, I have been focusing on this service for the following reasons:

· The CM initiative is unique to Milton Keynes Children's Fund and has not been adopted by any other local Children's Fund in England.  A focus on this service is, I hope, therefore likely to produce insights into aspects and potentials of community service delivery which may not be found in other local evaluations.

· The CM service is key to the MKCF approach and attracts some 70% of the overall available funds (excluding the 25% earmarked for services targeting children's and young people's involvement in crime).

· By its very nature, the CM service is generalist and participatory in its outlook on prevention and intervention, and it thereby reflects the overall policy recommendations and guidelines of the national Children's Fund, the Every Child Matters agenda, and the Social Exclusion Unit.  The fact that the MKCF Board continues to support the CM service, in spite of the obvious difficulties such a service poses for the demonstration of 'quick results',  bears witness to the Board's genuine commitment to a non-stigmatizing long-term approach.

· The CM service is potentially a high impact and low cost approach to social exclusion and local disenfranchisement.  In Milton Keynes, each mobiliser costs approximately £30.000 per year (£5000 of which is set aside for each mobiliser and community to spend as they see fit). 

On the CM service website, the mobilisers' role is described thus:

[Community Mobilisers] are school and community based workers whose role it is to support children and young people (cyp)/families to be the architect of services that meet their needs. Using a host of participatory methods [...] Community Mobilisers are assisting cyp and families to articulate and share their needs, identify appropriate solutions and develop, deliver and commission services.[...] The premise of the service is that [...] those we are targeting are the experts on what they need and want.  (www.active-citizen.org.uk/works).

Origins of the Community Mobiliser methodology

Although rarely mentioned in connection with the Milton Keynes service, the Community Mobiliser service has roots, both ideologically and methodologically, in overseas development practices.  Community Mobilisers have been widely employed in village-based health and agricultural projects overseas.  The approach is to recruit individuals from the local community to an intensive training programme, enabling them to work as educators, initiators and supporters of development projects:

Social mobilisation can be defined as a process of empowerment of vulnerable groups and combines awareness creation, self-organisation and action to improve the social and economic conditions of marginalised people.[..] Mobilisation work is carried out by a village volunteer residing in the village. Social mobilisation hence creates new institutional structures on top of already existing groups [...] [M]obilsation works through existing community-based organisations [...] as well as through informal action groups.  (Korf 2002: 7-8)

This is achieved by:

Bring[ing] about behavioural attitudinal change in the community and among partners, [...] impart[ing] knowledge and skills, [...] encourag[ing] mutual respect and participation,[and] learn[ing] and improv[ing] on existing knowledge and practices.  (Kampala Ministry of Local Government 2003: 17)

The underlying presumption, here as well as for the Milton Keynes service, is that long-term sustainable change is only really possible if people themselves recognize as their own the needs addressed, the methods used, the actions taken, and the institutional frameworks developed (e.g. Bigdon & Sachithanandam 2003; Care International 2002).

Whilst there are clear similarities between the Milton Keynes approach and that of overseas development agencies, there is very little evidence, in material published by the CVO, of a clear recognition/acknowledgement of the legacy of its community mobiliser approach.  When asked directly, the CMs and their Team Leader were not aware of this connection and generally explained the CM role in terms of an alternative approach – or a more committed approach – to 'community work' as one finds it throughout England. 

There is at least one crucial difference, however, between the traditional overseas developmental approach to community mobilisation and that of Milton Keynes.  Whilst the overseas mobiliser's status as local resident and volunteer is imperative, mobilisers in Milton Keynes are professionals who do not live in the areas they work in.  Asked about residence, the mobilisers interviewed expressed curiosity and interest in the idea, but – apart from one – all said that living in the community in which they work would jeopardize both their work and the integrity of their private lives.  The following are typical responses:

I  live three estates away from [the estate where I work]. I think that's the right thing to do. Although I've said - about using community members to do various different things within the community -  I think for somebody who is a leader like that, it can be very difficult to separate your personal and your private life from your working life. I think that to maintain a good quality of work and personal life,  you need, in this role some of the time, to be separate from that community. As I said, it's great to have individuals who live there to do things[...] but they're not going to be called upon all the time in their own personal time for those things. And I think in this role, some people might thrive on it, but I think for me personally at this stage of my life as well, I think I need to be separate from that for it to work. To maintain the quality, I think I need to be separate from it.  (Community Mobiliser)

And, another:

Anna:  Do you think it would be possible for you to work in the area where you live now?

Mobiliser:  Never.  You wouldn’t have any time off at all.  You’d have them knocking on the door or calling.  You just wouldn’t have any peace.  And friends would turn into people you work with.  You couldn’t.  No, you couldn’t do it, I don’t think you could do it.  (Interview transcript)

And yet another:

Anna:  The last question is pretty straight forward. Do you live in the area where you work?

Mobiliser:  No. And I wouldn't... definitely wouldn't advise it...

Anna:  Could you tell me a little about why?

Mobiliser:  Too easy to get hold of. You need that space between you or you get too involved. It's hard enough as it is. You will get involved anyway, you will get involved in people's lives and you do have to know where to draw the line. I think by living there, it will cause conflict straight away ... and you get too emotionally involved. You need to be able to come away and leave it behind. That's why I wouldn't.  (Interview transcript)

The Community Mobiliser Team Manager clearly recognizes the dilemma of professionalized community work:

There are also pressures which are generic to community work.  If you are going into a community, you have to care for that community, you have to involve yourself in that community.  You have to become a member within that community.  It's about defining your role. You have a professional role and your own social role, and the two are almost blended together.  I think what we’re looking to do is to define a structure where the community themselves recognize what the mobiliser is there to do …  You’re employed thirty seven hours a week and the community need to recognize that.  And that’s also part of our overall objective.  It has to be part of a vision that we are workers as much as anybody else, any of these other agents.  We may approach things differently, but we are still employed members of staff.  We’ll never be as productive, we’ll never be as effective, as members of the community themselves who live and breathe that community twenty four hours a day ...  I think it is very difficult to put across  -  that professional side of things.  It can have a negative impact on the mobilisers themselves  -  that they feel they’re being over-restricted and confined in their role, and not as flexible as they would like.  And it’s a balance we’ve got to strive to make right.  I suppose that’s ultimately where my role comes in. (CM Team Manager)

I shall later return to the odd contradiction that lies in the Milton Keynes CMs being what you could call 'professional neighbours'.

Issues emerging from interviews

In the following, I outline issues that have emerged from my analysis of the interviews conducted with mobilisers, the CM Team Manager, and the MKCF Manager.  In summary these are: the role of a community mobiliser as described by mobilisers themselves; mobilisers' and their Team Manager's understanding of and approach to the CF remit and CF targets; the challenges identified by mobilisers in relation to sustainability, time frame, inter-agency co-operation, local participation, and funding;  and mobilisers' personal experiences of their day-to-day work.

The CM role

All CMs were asked directly about the role and work of a CM.  They were also asked a series of related questions that would be likely to elicit more implicit notions of community mobilisation, social exclusion, and participation (for a copy of interview questions put to CMs, see Appendix 1).

The work experiences and backgrounds of the CMs both are and are not professional, in that most CMs have extensive experience working with children, young people, and families, but only one is professionally specialized in such work.  This reflects the CM Team Manager's understanding of the CM role as essentially non-specialist.  In explaining the criteria by which CMs are recruited, the Team Manager points to what he sees as a fundamental difference between the CM approach and that of other community and agency services.  According to him, a candidate's personality, and his/her ability to communicate with a range of different people, are paramount, whilst previous training and work experience have become less and less important in the recruitment process.  This, he explains, is because a CM with extensive experience in more traditional and long-established agency-work might be “already too settled in their ways”, and there would be a risk of such a professional perceiving community mobilisation as “narrow agency work under another name”.  Recruiting people “from outside the sector” will, he says, often prove to be more conducive to fulfilling that generalist role which is crucial to successful community mobilisation. 

Not surprisingly, CMs themselves also emphasize the importance of being able to mediate, communicate, and 'think out of the box' in terms of preventative community intervention.  Every one of the CMs interviewed characterized him/herself, in some way, as “a people person”, “a socialite”, and “approachable”.  Interestingly, some also characterized themselves as 'child-like' and  all stressed the importance of being able to “communicate with children without being patronizing”:

If you cannot communicate at all levels, it's going to be very difficult. (Community Mobiliser)

I've worked very hard at my relationships with people. I'm a very easy-going kind of person, I don't hold grudges.  I think that's such an important thing – to be somebody who can talk naturally with people in the community. I don't see myself as an important person, I'm another person that lives and works in Milton Keynes, as important as anyone else ... I've always had a very good natural sort of empathy with children. Some of my colleagues would argue that I'm a big kid myself, so that's probably got quite a bit to do with it. I have a lot of interests similar to children’s.  I think that has helped greatly in that kind of relationship. (Community Mobiliser)

You know if kids like you and if they don't.  I feel like I never talk down to children. I think to get on with children, you have to act like one as well, and I feel that I can do that. (Community Mobiliser)

The self-description as child-like and yet non-patronizing is intriguing.  While the intention may be to circumvent adult authority, one could argue that when adults claim to be ‘like children’, they somehow obscure the fact that most adults have privileges, rights, and opportunities that minors do not. 

When asked directly what they thought a mobiliser's role is, CMs gave answers such as:

What I think it is? It is difficult to understand in the beginning because it was school based, and with my experience [with specialist work in schools] I thought it was a little bit like a teacher's role, which it is not. And then I thought it might be a little bit like community based, like translation service. And it wasn't. So it's really combining the two. The community mobiliser is actually in the school with the children and then out in the community with the adult world and then combining the two. So we are really going to have to work with different hats on. (Community Mobiliser)

I see myself as a kind of community member who can make changes in that area and support others to do it. (Community Mobiliser)

Basically it comes out differently every time, but the way I describe it to people is community mobilisers are people who help communities get things going and started. So we support parents and children to talk about and to action some of the things they would really like to do in the areas that they live. That doesn't mean necessarily giving them answers and quick results but it does mean that we are somebody who is there to listen to their opinion and hopefully support them to action some of those ideas. Whether that be with support of other agencies or linking with groups that are already there. So what I try to do is encourage people to come along to planning activity sessions to discuss and hopefully encourage them to be more confident to help me at these activities, help me set them up, and then build their confidence to maybe have some training on those activities. And then maybe look at putting those activities on themselves in the community. That's the long-term aim. (Community Mobiliser)

Whilst one mobiliser explains the CM role in terms of all the things a mobiliser is:

We are managers, we're supporters, we're counsellors, we're you name it, we're teachers, we're advisers, we're CABs [Citizens' Advise Bureau], we're everything. Yes. But we're happy.  (Community Mobiliser)

another explains the role in terms of all that a mobiliser is and does not:

I'm not a teacher, policeman, or anything like that. I don't want to be seen as that either.  I'm not saying you don't want to be drinking alcohol and taking drugs, or smoking dope. I'm not going to stop them doing that. You've got to be open and honest with people.  (Community Mobiliser)

All CMs – in line with their Team Manager's comments – regard the CM role as very 'personal' or individualized.  They point out that each CM/CF area is different from the next, and that, for that reason alone, each mobiliser takes a different practical approach to mobilisation.  Moreover, each mobiliser  is also different from his/her colleagues, and the personal, rather than generic and strictly professional, skills required in the role dictate a wide range of different (one might say 'idiosyncratic') approaches to work.  One of the very first things I was told when I introduced myself to the mobilisers was that I would not be able to 'generalize' about their work, since they all did it differently.  The variation in practical approaches can be seen, for instance, in different CMs' description of how they make themselves available to, and communicate with, members of local communities, and their different perceptions of how well they know the people they target:

I don't go in there saying I'm a community mobiliser because I don't like that approach myself.  I don't like saying, well, I'm this and I'm going to do that.  I just go in as I am and if they ask me what to do then I'll tell them, but I don't go in preaching 'I'm this' or 'I've got to get this group going and you're going to part of it'. I hate that in-your-face thing. (Community Mobiliser)

I just started knocking on people's doors, just like 'you will meet me'.  I started to do that and it paid off. (Community Mobiliser)

I was discussing [setting up a Local Action Group] with [another CM] the other day, because I was panicking, I was thinking: other CMs have done so much... And [the other CM] just said, well, it's something that could happen in three weeks or it's something that could happen in three years. It really depends on the kind of people that you get. (Community Mobiliser)

I've started, with the help of the school... what will happen in September is the manager of the foundation stage is going to be doing home visits to the new intake of parents, and she has asked if I'd like to come along because straight away, they will meet me first hand. Another way is to keep putting on these activities that will draw children in, and hopefully there will be parents there that will come along.  And now I've set up a parent and toddler group in the school, and I have more time to spend with the parents and explain more about why we're there and then that will get passed around. (Community Mobiliser)

The extent to which CMs see themselves as known to, and knowing of, the community is also very varied:

I think there is always going to be more people to discover.  I'm daily discovering people who haven't come across us yet. There is around six thousand people that live there at any one time, and obviously, that's quite a lot of people to get round. (Community Mobiliser)


You know, you're known because now the kids are saying hi and using your name and feeling comfortable. That's all brilliant. So I continued that for a good half year or so until I was one hundred per cent sure that everybody knows me and I know them. (Community Mobiliser)

Needless to say, such idiosyncratization of on-the-ground service delivery is bound to be a feature of virtually any work involving face-to-face negotiations and encounters between workers and a public.  However, the CM service's explicit emphasis on, and pride in, this personal aspect is unique and holds in it both great strengths and some potential weakness.  I shall return to this issue later. 

Alongside the diverse views mentioned above, however, there is also a fundamental understanding of the CM role which is shared by all CMs.  All CMs stress the importance of communication, information, and accessibility.  They all speak of the crucial importance of  'getting the message across'.  Although aspects of this 'message' vary from CM to CM, there are some key notions that are expressed by all CMs.  These are the idea that CMs are generalist rather than specialist workers, that they should strive to involve as broad a spectrum of the community as possible, that people's own participation is paramount, and that, ultimately, a CM's role is to 'work her/himself out a job'.  The following statements are typical:

It would be interesting to see [from the evaluation] how many families know about us, about the Children's Fund, about the work we do and why we're there. To see if the message is getting across. (Community Mobiliser)

[In an evaluation] I would look at the activities that go on.  For instance, do they have parent coffee morning, do they have neighbourhood watch, and parent and toddler groups and things like that?  And not only do they have it, but is it the same people attending,  or is it broader than that?  Do you get one group of people that likes basketball, but other people that like to go swimming. That's what I would look at. (Community Mobiliser)

[My role] is to find out what they want to do. And help them achieve it rather than them tell you 'we'd like this and you do it'. Have them involved in the whole process. (Community Mobiliser)

Although in the beginning, it was the Children's Fund's money, it's got to be spent by the children the way they want it. So it's a lot of, say, participation exercises. (Community Mobiliser)

So, we are trying to give them that support, that freedom, and then obviously that opportunity to change their lives for the better. Because no way can you go into the community and say 'I know what you need, you need this and that'. (Community Mobiliser)

It's easy for me  to run [a parent & toddler group] and do it every week, but the next bit will be the hard bit, to get them to do it for themselves when the time comes. (Community Mobiliser)

I would love to have a strong local group where they don't need me anymore... That's the ideal. (Community Mobiliser)

I have been struck by most CMs' non-prejudgemental outlook on the people they work with.  When asked about 'what kinds of people' they work with or target, CMs typically responded “what do you mean, what kind of people?”, “it's actually very difficult to pigeon hole people”, and  “just normal kids, really”.  Many CMs identified 'adult males' as a group which is particularly hard to reach or to motivate.  But apart from one – very atypical – statement about 'lads' being 'troublemakers' (rather than just older male children) and children becoming “problem children”, CMs seem to deliberately shy away from labeling groups and individuals.  Such generally non-judgmental responses, of course, may have been due to an understandable caution on the part of the mobilisers who do not know me, or my prejudgements, all that well.  However, the very consistent reluctance to identify service users in terms of social class, education, cultural background, or family background  nevertheless testifies to a deep-seated reluctance to stigmatize.  And this, further, points towards a genuine commitment  -  on the part of the CM Team Manager, the CMs themselves, and the CVO   -  to the non-stigmatizing or 'targeted universal' approach of the MKCF management board.

Translating CF objectives into practice on the ground

There are set targets that we do adhere to. Every time we look at an event or at something the local community wants, we check up with the objectives and targets to see where it fits in. And we always make sure that we have a couple of objectives and targets which match the Children's Fund's targets... although they're a bit hard for us to monitor at times and put down on paper, but they are being covered. (Community Mobiliser)

This statement is atypical.  Mostly, mobilisers did not speak explicitly about objectives.  I would be hard pushed to find another quote – from this or from any other mobiliser  -  in which the words 'target' or 'objective' are used.  This, however, should not be taken to mean that mobilisers are unaware of, or indifferent to, the objectives set by the MKCF or by their own immediate employer, the CVO.   To the contrary, my impression is that mobilisers are deeply, but implicitly, aware of all the key objectives towards which they are meant to work.  They just do not call them targets.

Basically, we're trying to prevent. Prevention is better than cure, as you know. [We do that] by involving the communities and taking away the depressions, or directing them into certain ways and giving them the tools to change their ways and think 'cool, I'm in charge of this and I feel great about it and my friends can join in as well'. That's obviously going to prevent children from falling into social problems. (Community Mobiliser)

Needless to say, it is not universally – and certainly not unproblematically – 'obvious' that  generalist, early, and low-level intervention prevents 'social problems'.  One could argue that , by its very nature, prevention creates problems, because prevention must define – rather than simply identify – what is to be prevented in the first place.  I will briefly return to this in the final discussion.  Here, the point I wish to make is that from the vantage point of Children's Fund rhetoric and policy, community participation, empowerment, and prevention are the obvious means by which 'social problems' should be alleviated.  And throughout my interviews, I have been struck by the consistency, the embeddedness, and the uniformity of CMs' understanding of this fundamental CF and SEU approach.  The following long quote is a clear example of how mobilisers talk about objectives without mentioning objectives:

So when I started in the school, I asked the kids 'would you like me to read a book to you?', and they said, 'yes, that would be great'.  They chose George's Marvellous Medicine, and I said ‘so we'll read this and then perhaps later in the term we'll go to the Roald Dahl museum’. I'll organize a trip, so they'll again relate to it. So we read George's Marvellous Medicine, and while I'm reading that book, they can't all follow it, but then I read a couple more chapters, and they were, like: 'NO, NO, don't stop'.   And then while I was having my time with them, I asked them questions, had brainstorms about what you'd like to do, what do you do after school at the moment. And it would be, 'I hang out at the shops' or 'I go to my auntie's' or... they gave me a whole list of things that I wrote down. And I asked them do they feel safe at the [estate]?  And out of a class of twenty-five, I think only four said 'yes', and the rest said 'no'. So 'why don't you feel safe?'  They told me the reasons why they didn't feel safe, and then I brought it to [a meeting with adult members of the community], and I found that, actually, what they'd reported at the residents' meetings was exactly the same thing that the kids said. So the kids aren't happy with fly-tipping on the estate. And they're not happy with junk around, and they are not happy with having nothing to do, they've got no activities.  All of those things are exactly what the adults come up with... they say: 'the youths are disruptive, they've got nowhere to go, there's mess everywhere'.  It was amazing that these kids that [the adults] try to blame things on actually feel the same as the adults do. Then in another class, I am just helping with another teacher, and she's head of a healthy school.  We teach the bronze certificate and hopefully we'll work towards silver in September. And I'm working with [other schools]. We're starting to do a travel plan, a walking to school plan, and we're meeting about healthy eating. (Community Mobiliser)

In this one sequence, a mobiliser covers all seven national CF objectives: she encourages children to like school and contextualizes learning (literacy) by linking the reading of Roald Dahl to a longer-term engagement through a later museum visit; she discusses experiences of safety in the community, with both children and adults, thereby addressing issues of crime and victimization; she consults both children and adults about their views and needs, thereby gauging local experience of service  effectiveness, and hopefully enabling the planning of accessible services; she seeks to ensure sustainability by encouraging local participation and in-put; she seeks to bridge gaps between adults, children, and young people by identifying mutual misunderstandings and stereotyping; and, finally, she engages the children in health education.  

There are many similarly focused statements from mobilisers, all of which attest to a holistic and well integrated, albeit not explicated, understanding of how on-the-ground work meets targets:  

They were just a group of parents from the [minority ethnic] community and they felt their children aren't that happy because they can't communicate in school. And for a child, to take most of the curriculum is to actually be able to communicate, to successfully achieve that. So we, well they, decided that it would be a great idea if they could start off a group at the weekend and do support classes for these children in English and Maths, as well as have it in their own language, their own culture, their own literature, so that children won't feel alienated, so they'd feel that, oh, it's quit normal to be different. So it's self confidence building. (Community Mobiliser)

We've got motor cross. I know that's a brilliant activity for the children. It really is, Anna. You just think they're riding a bike, but they get so much out of it. They're getting team work, they're bonding together, they're listening, they're learning.  Their self esteem when they're riding the bike – it's fantastic to see them. And when they get off the bike, they've done something on their own as well. They're realizing skills that they didn't think they had.  I think that is long term. (Community Mobiliser)

Many CMs, in particular those who have been in post for longer and are more experienced mobilisers, emphasize the crucial link between sustainability and allowing children and families to identify their own needs.  This link is sometimes described in terms of 'ownership' of services, initiatives, and activities.  And local ownership, further, is linked to empowerment (and, somewhat ironically but necessarily, to mobilisers letting go of their  power and, eventually, their jobs):

It is time to move on to what we intended to do which is, really, do ourselves out of a service, which means get the community sustainable, get their projects up and running and give them the tools to change their lives themselves. (Community Mobiliser)

So I look for sustainability. When we put on basketball or football, I look for those fathers who would be interested in becoming coaches themselves. (Community Mobiliser)

Well, this is it. You are doing yourself out of a job. But you can't think like that because your aim is to get that community so well established that they can do things for themselves.(Community Mobiliser)

And once they've gone through all that, and it's been achieved, they actually take ownership, because they were part of the whole process. So you're just helping people to achieve what they want, rather than doing it for them. (Community Mobiliser)

As many CMs recognize, training is closely linked to empowerment or ownership:

If they [adults] want to become qualified life guards or football coaches, or do arts and crafts, we can help to put them on courses. The community can then sustain itself, rather than the community mobiliser being there and them becoming dependent on me. (Community Mobiliser)

You start with the very basic things that I think all people need in these areas. Things like first aid, things like health and safety, and then it's various different courses that come up that can help them in whatever activity. Now, some parents are very interested in things like art and crafts for children and families. Those courses come up all the time with local agencies.  For instance, Milton Keynes Play Association do these courses. And those are very basic, but they are courses that show them [parents, adults] how to do basic activities, to start to build their confidence.  More long term, I think there are other things people can get involved in, such as NVQs. NVQ in play work would be a good example. And if they're doing level two, they're up to management level. So they can maybe look at running an after school club themselves, which does involve a lot of paperwork... And at the early stages it's very, very difficult for them, but the NVQ process and the other training as well will show them that it is not hard to do that kind of thing with the support of the CM. So that kind of training is very important. (Community Mobiliser)

Noticeably, CMs do not  -  or at least not explicitly  - make a similar link between sustainability, ownership, and training/education when it comes to children and young people.   This, I would suggest, may have less to do with methodological oversight than with, firstly, a general tendency for grown-ups to view and speak of children's work outside school as 'play' rather than 'work' or 'training', secondly, the problem of adult or parental 'gate keeping' rendering children less easily accessible in practice and thereby perhaps also less easily conceivable as community activists in their own right, and, thirdly, the practical question of health and safety, insurance, and responsibility which CMs face and which, in some cases, appear as yet unresolved.

Having said that, the CMs and the CVO do strive to involve children in processes of decision making, such as having children on interview panels for mobiliser appointment interviews.  There is also evidence that a few children working with mobilisers are beginning to understand important service management issues such as recruitment and advertising aimed at service users, funding and how to apply for it, service accessibility, and provision of adequate venue and equipment.

In terms of training, the Team Manager has expressed great interest in the suggestion that my colleague, Dr Katy Simmons, and I recruit children for an intensive research training course, supervised by Dr Mary Kellett at the Open University's Children's Research Centre.  This course will be aimed at enabling children to identify, collect, and analyze data as part of the next stage of this evaluation.  But as far as I am aware, the CVO, or the MKCF, have not so far offered any training for children and young people. 

Targets and flexibility

While the Children's Fund's targets are embedded and implied, rather than directly and explicitly addressed, in the mobilisers' professional practice, its age limitations influence and constrain mobilisers' work in a more clearly identified way.  The age limit 5-13 is arbitrary and, when coupled with an instruction to work with children, young people, and their families, makes little sense.  Some mobilisers are very clear about this inherent contradiction and have ways of circumventing the problems it causes:

Community work involves everything, really...  We are restricted, as we are supposed to work with five to thirteen year olds and their families. But with the families, this can open up to sixteen, seventeen year olds, or whatever the family needs. (Community Mobiliser)

[The age limit] is a means to an end. If by running a parent and toddler group I am able to engage with the families who have also got older children in the school, then it's easier to get to know them by doing that, and in that way I can also reach the five to whatever age range children they've got.  So when I look at it as a community, those families have got babies from naught and they've got children up to the age of eighteen. It's very difficult to stick to [the CF age limits] ... We know we have to keep it in mind: that is the age, and there is a reason for it.   But sometimes you just have to leave the boundaries a little bit. (Community Mobiliser)

There are two lads on the estate who have been excluded form school.  They're nice kids when you see them. And they say 'can I come on the motor cross? Can I come on the motor cross?' and they're fifteen or sixteen... I can't really say that I can do that for them.  But I bend it so that I can try and get them in there... because the word 'families', you can open it up wide. So he's got a cousin who's got a thirteen year old brother,  and yes, we'll get you in that way. But I think that having five to thirteens, it's a bit cut off, isn't it? (Community Mobiliser)  

Really, we shouldn't be called 'community mobiliser'. We should be 'five-to-thirteen-year-olds mobiliser'. It doesn't make sense. (Community Mobiliser)

The age limit is just the most obvious of a range of possible limitations to what mobilisers can and cannot do.  Other boundaries questioned by mobilisers include the boundaries between being a neighbour and being a professional, between  being a community worker and a school worker, between being a facilitator and an authority, or between fostering good relations with local schools, on the one hand, and winning the trust of school-weary or excluded children, on the other.  This fundamental tension between awareness of specific targets and reliance on flexibility in on-the-ground service provision is not unique to the mobiliser service, or indeed to the Children's Fund.  But it is perhaps more important to CMs than to many other service providers, because community mobilisation relies heavily on the individual mobiliser's informality and flexibility.  The CM Team Leader recognizes this and explained to me how he deliberately seeks to avoid 'talking objectives' with mobilisers.  A too narrow and pronounced focus on objectives would not only cause unnecessary stress to mobilisers, it would also be counter-productive of the key CF method of encouraging people themselves to identify their own needs.  It is a problem widely acknowledge, too, by overseas development practitioners (see Korf 2002: 18).

Before leaving the issue of objectives, I would like to stress that the pressure to provide 'hard evidence' of success – the pressure to 'prove one's worth' – is very real to all the CF-related staff I have spoken to.  It is clear from CF Management Board meetings I have attended, from interviews with mobilisers and managers, and from conversations with local children and parents.  It is my impression that this pressure threatens to divert attention, on the ground, away from the complexities and continuously changing nature of those 'communities' with which mobilisers work, and from the commitment to long-term preventative intervention advocated (but not consistently addressed) by the national Children's Fund.  

Challenges identified by Community Mobilisers

When asked about challenges in their work and for the future, mobilisers expressed concerns, in particular, over service sustainability; the importance of, and difficulties with,  inter-agency collaboration on the ground; problems with “reaching beyond the comfort zone” when seeking to encourage local participation; and insecure funding, leading to job insecurity and lack of trust in the service.  In the following, I address each of these issues as they were raised and discussed by mobilisers themselves.

Sustainability

Asked about the single most important challenge for the CM service, almost all interviewees expressed concerns about long-term sustainability. Most mobilisers expressed this as a concern over the limited time that the Children's Fund will be able to fund the CM service.  As mentioned above, many mobilisers are clear about their overall aim of 'working themselves out of a job'.  However, it is also clear that most mobilisers do not believe that their work will have been done by 2008 when the Children's Fund ceases to exist and the CM service may do so too.  Asked whether they thought a community mobiliser or similar service would be necessary after 2008, the mobilisers and the MKCF Manager responded unequivocally that the CM service would need “at least ten more years” to properly establish community-based, voluntary action and participation.  Long-term service is seen as critical.  Mobilisers, moreover, are keenly aware of the need to demonstrate results in order to secure funding beyond 2008:

I think that over the next two years, we obviously need to show case what has been done, and get funding to keep it there until 2008.  But also, on the back burner, we need to show that it is needed for a much longer period than that.  And that is the challenge. To show its importance and to show that it is required for at least a ten year period.  Because we're starting to get groups of individuals in the community trained and building their confidence. So then they can show the next lot of families how to do it, and I think that is going to take at least ten years. But I also feel that ten years isn't going to be enough for a community mobiliser. I think that a community mobiliser is always going to be needed, there will always be a need for someone to push, to motivate. There will always be a need for a community worker of some kind. And I don't think it should ever be a case of someone going away. The idea that we can go in and get the community to a certain level and step back completely is never going to work. (Community Mobiliser)

I feel sorry for the mobilisers who are only on six months contracts. What are they going to do in that six months?  I don't know. It's as if there's no fabric behind it. Three years is a contract and I think in three years you can make a difference, but then again, it's not long term, and I think estates like these do need much longer... I think that needs to be looked at by the Government. (Community Mobiliser)

I can't imagine not being where I am, doing what I'm doing. What I didn't want to do is to be like a flash in the pan service, like: 'we're here now, we've made a show, now we're gone'. (Community Mobiliser)

In considering sustainability, mobilisers also link time scale with the nature of inter-agency collaboration, now and in the future.

It's all very nice to start off a service - like [a group arranging affordable and accessible trips during holidays].  And although it will be running, they've got to have somebody they can shout 'help' to.  They will stand on their feet, they will manage to type up invoices. They will manage to get funds in. They will manage to look after their monies with the bank. They will make new trips, but when they're in trouble with something, they need to be able to go 'hey, where are you?'.  They need somebody. They've got to have that support. And I don't know who is going to take that on. Which organisation is there where you can call out 'help'?  There are many, many [other agencies], but people won't know them as personally as they know the community mobiliser. (Community Mobiliser)

The community will have so many more skills that they can continue with, once the [CM] contract ends [in 2008].  This is what we've been working on. But things always change in an area, and new people come in, and people move out, and so they'll have missed out on having those few years with a community mobiliser to support them. And I think that even though you have agencies like NCH [National Children's Homes] and Sure Start, they don't have a physical presence, but they will be there when our new Children's Centre is up and running, but even though you have those places and agencies, I think having that one person on the ground makes the difference with parents... So unless the agencies alter how they work with parents and how they approach the community, I think that they're always going to need somebody on the ground. The agencies need to have a reshuffle.... then it would work without a community mobiliser. (Community Mobiliser)

I mean, sustaining volunteers, gosh, that's a story in itself (Community Mobiliser)

Inter-agency collaboration

All mobilisers see inter-agency collaboration as crucial to long-term sustainability.  However, many  are also ambivalent about other agencies working in their areas.  On the one hand, they acknowledge the importance of the work being done by other agencies.  On the other, they point to lack of transparency and communication between different agencies and between agencies and the mobiliser.  Whilst one experienced mobiliser explained how other agencies have gradually come to 'understand' and 'accept' his role as mobiliser, others pointed, without hesitation, to inter-agency collaboration as one of the major challenges they face.  Many of the CF/CM areas have for a long time been targeted by a wide range of statutory and voluntary sector agencies which, in some cases, allegedly act as if 'they own the area'.  Some mobilisers feel that other agencies do not 'believe in the CM service' and 'think they know what the community needs'.  Apart from this issue of mutual mistrust between different service providers, there is, of course, also the problem of service duplication.  But it seems to me that the most fundamental problem in this context stems from differences in ideological and methodological outlook.  Whilst the CM service, as mentioned, is based on low-level, preventative, and early intervention, other more specialised agencies will necessarily be working with more severe problems which are likely to require a more heavy-handed interventionist approach.   

One mobiliser described the different agencies and interest groups in her area:

Everyone's on their own objectives, and they just forget what everybody else needs as well... And they are literally three hundred metres away from each other, but neither one talks to the other and neither one knows what the other one does, and I think [one particular initiative] just wants to  take control of the whole [area].  And it's not about that, so I am actually trying to get them to communicate at the moment. (Community Mobiliser)

and another mobiliser explains:

We did have some issues. I think there was a feeling that what the community mobilisers were doing was the wrong thing to do in certain areas in Milton Keynes.. the work we were trying to do was already being done or the work we were trying to do, involving parents, was not going to work. (Community Mobiliser)

The mobilisers' perceived role as “different” from the role of agency workers features prominently in mobilisers' explanations of the difficulties they face in working with other agencies.  Mobilisers explained the difference:

It's definitely a different style of approach that we've had.  It's a very different way of thinking. In my last job [at a children's charity], they would put on activities for children and families, whereas we are asking the families and children to put on activities for themselves. That's the difference. (Community Mobiliser)

It's fine doing all these things in the school and all this, but it's like the parent-toddler group ... they say they want to have it in the holidays. We don't just want it, we need it in the holidays. So that's the difference. It is specific. The family support workers will bring in other agencies, they will signpost them to agencies, they'll invite them to come and have coffee and things like that. They will do things for them. Whereas I have got to get the people to do the things for themselves. They want to run a play scheme next year. I am going to look for some parents I can train up to be qualified to run a play scheme... That's my role. So what I do this year, I want to see the community doing next year. That's a big difference.  (Community Mobiliser)

It is also this difference which, in an important way, defines the mobiliser role as it is perceived by mobilisers themselves:

We're like a broker service. (Community Mobiliser)

We see ourselves as brokers, really.  We try to signpost. (Community Mobiliser)

For me, if you are a community mobiliser, it is our very very significant role to try to link the agencies together because they don't do it as well as we try to do.  (Community Mobilser)

It is typical for mobilisers to describe their role as that of a mediator.  They do so in practical terms, when explaining what their everyday work involves, and they do so in terms of a systemic position, as in the quotes above.  In other words, mobilisers see brokering not only as what they actually do, but also as what a mobiliser should be doing.  And, of course, being neither a neighbour nor an agency worker, being neither this not that, mobilisers struggle to be the 'glue' that binds this and that together.  

Quite apart from the ideological differences there may be between a generalist and a specialist approach – or between mobilisers and agencies – a few mobilisers suggested that less benign motivations might lie behind some agencies' reluctance to support and co-operate with mobilisers:

I have made an effort with some of the agencies and said 'please, come and have a look at the results'. But, you probably know better than I do that there is money involved in cure. A lot of money. And if they don't have problems, then they'd be out of jobs.  So I don't really know what their intentions are, whether they really do care for that child or whether they really do want to prevent or whether they're waiting to say 'ha! good, let's have another case'. (Community Mobiliser)

It's a good thing if you catch it early, but people might say we're doing them out of a job. There is that. (Community Mobiliser) 

Be that as it may.  It is not possible, nor would it be appropriate, for me to speculate further over possible 'hidden agendas'.  Moreover, to the extent that such counterproductive tendencies or motives do indeed exist, they do so ambiguously and within a whole range of services, from health care, over social work, legal advice, and insurance provision, to the undertaker business.   I return to this question in the final section, discussing the inherent contradiction, in social inclusion policies and rhetoric, between empowerment and intervention.

I suggest that the role as inter-agency mediator will, eventually, prove to be one of the most important roles that the mobilisers in Milton Keynes have.  It is widely acknowledged and frequently noted that inter-agency collaboration is crucial to the efficiency and sustainability of service provision (A.Edwards 2004; Stead, Lloyd & Kendrick 2004; Social Exclusion Unit 2004).  However, it is also clear that such collaboration is difficult to achieve, primarily because of the necessarily specialized nature of different agencies' approach and target groups.  As one article puts it:

Interagency initiatives present a paradox to those who legislate for them, manage them, work in them and write about them, in that everybody appears to agree they are a good thing, yet research suggests that many collaborations lack durability and many do not work out in policy and practice. (Stead, Lloyd & Kendrick 2004: 42).

Stead, Lloyd and Kendrick (ibid.) studied two different approaches to inter-agency collaboration around school exclusions.  In one local authority, the participation of all agencies potentially involved in exclusion decisions was paramount.  In the other, participation of service users themselves and the agencies actually involved in the specific case was paramount.

In the first case study, the same individuals, representing different agencies, met on a regular basis to discuss all exclusions, and participation was not restricted to those particular agency representatives who had a direct interest in the specific cases being discussed.  At these meetings, no parents or children were present.  The authors found that such “less bounded” meetings provided a space for flexible and innovative approaches to school exclusion and their prevention, because participants could exchange experience and ideas in an environment characterised by the security and familiarity that comes with meeting the same people on a regular basis over a long time.

Generally speaking our observations in these [first case study] meetings were of a cohesive group who appeared comfortable with each other[...] Previous experiences of individual pupils or of interventions that had or had not worked, were discussed in an open and honest way, in an atmosphere of support and sympathy. Shared histories allowed the opportunity for shared reflection and a shared vision of being able to offer support to troubled young people. The combined knowledge of what may be needed and what was available was [...] a key feature of planning joint work[...] Those professionals working within the traditional remit of, for example, case social worker or teacher were also, in this model, able to put forward unorthodox views which were discussed in an open and frank way. (ibid.: 46-47)

The authors argue that because this approach was centred less around individual cases and specialist agency in-put, the solutions tended to be focused more on systemic than individual causes of school exclusion.  One could say that because agency representatives collaborated on a regular basis around all exclusion decisions, rather than attending only those meetings where their specialist service was directly relevant to individual cases,  they were encouraged to 'think out of the box' and to seek  solutions and explanations in structural rather than individual circumstances.

In the second case study, meetings were arranged around individual cases and only those agency representatives who were directly involved in the specific case attended a meeting.  Because professionals attended meetings on a case only basis, there was

no time or opportunity for the professionals to tackle differences face to face. Unless the same pupil has another school based inter-agency meeting, this particular group of professionals may not meet again. (Stead, Lloyd & Kendrick 2004: 49)

This led to explanations and solutions being focused on the individual in question rather than on broader systemic issues such as school practices, stigmatization or poverty.

Here, participation of parents and pupils was seen as crucial, and thereby confidentiality became a major issue.  The researchers found that professionals felt very restricted in what they could and could not disclose at meetings, and that “they did not feel it appropriate to disagree with other professionals or be totally honest about the implications of decisions made in front of parents and pupils” (ibid.: 49).

Thus, ironically, two of the most important aims envisaged by the Social Exclusion Unit and the Children's Fund – participation and inter-agency collaboration - appear to conflict and their methods to work counter to one another.  Interestingly, Stead, Lloyd & Kendrick suggest that a solution might be to have a mediator very much like the Milton Keynes Community Mobilisers: an “inter-agency facilitator [with] no professional axe to grind” (2004: 44).

I have discussed this study in some detail because I find it relevant to the evaluation of the CM service.  Firstly, it highlights the importance of a 'broker' facilitating inter-agency work; and, secondly, it points to a possible tension between participation and inter-agency collaboration.  I believe it is important to keep in mind that, in evaluating the long-term success of more universally targeted services such as the CM Service, there may be an argument for not always involving children, young people, and their families in all decision making.  Or, to put it differently, the CM service may find itself stranded on the very philosophy of community empowerment and involvement which underpins it.  

Although the CM service is not meant to focus on particular individuals or cases, in practice it appears to do so, in some cases, due to the small number of people actively involved with their local mobiliser (the 'usual suspects' problem which I return to below).  Thus, I believe it is worth contemplating the possibility that community mobilization becomes so vague and constrained in terms of what can be said and done that it reaches only those who may least need it.

One mobiliser identified this problem in terms of the constraints imposed by working too closely with schools.

Some children, are hard to reach. These two lads who I was saying were very hard to reach, they're not given a chance, they're excluded from school  -  for whatever reason, I'm not defending them for what they've done, they've been excluded for a reason  -  but they're not even given a chance. And we're not meeting them. I know for a fact there's no other agencies meeting them. The schools are not meeting them either, so where are they going to go? They're only going to fall further behind. So by involving them in something, it might help keep them straight and give them a bit of something positive instead of negative all the time. (Community Mobiliser)

As this mobiliser explained, it is unlikely that children and families who have problems in or with school will seek contact with a mobiliser whose outreach, however broad-minded, is based in school.  Thus, issues such as truancy, educational achievement, school bullying, and school exclusion could be hidden from view and thereby beyond the reach of CM services.

These issues – participation and reach – were clearly of some concern to most mobilisers, and to the Team Manager who, in expressing these concerns, demonstrated an understanding, well grounded in practical experience, of the key MKCF notion of 'targeted universalism'.  They spoke, in remarkably uniform terms, of the problem as 'reaching beyond the comfort zone'.

Reaching beyond 'the comfort zone'

Most mobilisers were keenly aware of the importance of reaching as many different groups and individuals as possible.  By the same token, though, they also expressed frustration at how difficult that is in practice.  

And the families we're supposed to be targeting... they are the people who are not coming forward. Too shy. No confidence. They're the people we never get to meet. (Community Mobiliser)

My challenge, really, is to reach the hard families. Now, you'll get the ones who are quite confident. They may already work or they may have done this sort of thing before. They may have been on committees. And they'll always be the first ones to come forward... which are the easy ones for you to grab. But they're not the ones I want to grab. I want to get the ones who are isolated and are hard to reach and who need the most support. (Community Mobiliser)

Whilst mobilisers mostly refer to people threatened with social exclusion because of poverty, one mobiliser saw the problem of reach in a wider and more sophisticated perspective:

I actually believe there is a community mobiliser role in every estate in Milton Keynes, whether that be well off or not.  Because I don't see that money or financial standing is an issue in our role at all. There could be somebody extremely well off, lovely house, fantastic lovely family, they all get on lovely, but they have nothing to do with their neighbours, nothing to do with their community, their child is upstairs playing a computer game and not being involved with other children et cetera.  And I don't think that that image is seen. I think it's seen as areas of deprivation are the only areas that need it, and I don't think that's the case. (Community Mobiliser)

The Community Mobiliser Team Manager explained the problem:

Anna:  I was going to ask you... whether the CVO or the community mobiliser service has its own understanding of what local needs are?

Team Manager:  I’d say, the obvious answer is absolutely not. You know, blanket response.  But there’s a definite structure which the mobilisers need to work towards in order to access as many members of the community as possible.  And if they don’t work to that particular structure, it can become very comfortable to work in a particular way or a particular format.  But the role of the community mobiliser is actually to challenge.  And that can be challenging agencies, challenging our partners, challenging our hosts, such as schools, but also challenging members of the community.  And until we do that,  we’re actually not really accessing as many people in the community as we should. (Interview transcript)

and he continues:

We’ve only tapped into the surface in a lot of places and  the idea is that we will meet all areas, but that’s an ultimate goal and that will take a considerable length of time. But just how representative are we? And the goals that we hope to achieve, are we actually achieving them, are we going the right way? And the communities themselves, do they feel it’s a closed shop?  Are we literally doing the same things that we strive to work against?  As I said, it can become very easy to work within a comfort zone of people who feel engaged, feel empowered and work within their own particular social community.  For us the challenge is to work outside that, and that’s as important for the community as it is for the mobilisers themselves. (CM Team Manager)

As I understand it, what the CM Service is striving to work against is entrenchment and isolation of services. And an aspect of such entrenchment is the division of actual service users from potential service users, and the grouping together of a small number of very active service users:

There’s the core group who get involved in absolutely everything, as well as having their own job, as well as having their own interests. There’s the core group whom most people in the community know because they’re on every committee, they’re involved in every group, they’re involved in every festival that goes on, and I think that is repeated everywhere you go in the country.  It's always those people who win the community awards, because they’ve done absolutely everything.  And what they do is brilliant, but because they’re so brilliant at what they do, a lot of people who don’t get involved see that they’re doing brilliant work and think 'I don’t need to get involved'.  And that's half the problem. (Community Mobiliser)

However, if you unpack the question of entrenchment, you will find that it is not only about the entrenchment of actual and potential service users. It is also about entrenchment into different 'comfort zones' of the mobilisers themselves (and of other agency workers, as discussed in connection with inter-agency collaboration).  The isolation of individual mobilisers is an issue of concern to most mobilisers, and it is a problem which the Team Manager is aware of and tries to resolve.

Definitely, it's stressful.  And it can be lonely as well.  All agency workers have got people behind them, they are around people every day. We are out in the community and out there every day. So I'd be lying if I said I didn't feel lonely at times, thinking 'oh God, where do I go? What do I do?'. (Community Mobiliser)

At the moment we are a little bit isolated.  We’re single people stuck in a vast estate, and it's like you’re almost drowning sometimes.  We’re trying to keep links with the other community mobilisers by doing the odd jobs together but we really have no time to even look up and think what are you doing in your area. (Community Mobiliser)

There is a risk of isolation. It's important, it's really important that mobilisers don't get isolated on their own little patch. (CM Team Manager)

Whilst problems such as lack of communication between different agencies and entrenchment of both providers, users, and non-users are clearly identified by mobilisers as barriers to wider participation and reach, there is another problem of entrenchment which tends to be overlooked.  This is the issue of adult gate keeping.  None of the mobilisers spoke un-prompted of difficulties reaching children.  When asked directly, though, one experienced mobiliser explained that parents and other adults at times make it difficult for mobilisers to reach children:

Anna:  .. do you find any obstacles in terms of the grown-ups? The children's parents, for instance?

Mobiliser: Very much so.

Anna: Do you find that there are gatekeepers around some of these children, so you cannot reach them ?

Mobiliser: Very much so, yes. Within circles in the community, yes, very much so. I don't think it's a religious thing at all. I've had conversations with the head teacher at [a local] school regarding this very issue, where they're working extremely hard with children. In school, the children are improving greatly. They go home, and the culture back home has completely undermined what they've tried to do at school, and those children are confused from both sides. I know most people would probably think I'm now talking about a member of the Bangladeshi community or Pakistani community. Actually, on this occasion, I wasn't. It's a white middle-class British family that I was talking about here. And this is happening in all areas. And parental influence is huge, across all children, huge. It must be. (Interview transcription)

Interestingly, this mobiliser answered a question I had not asked.  There was no reference to religion, class, or ethnicity in my question.  That the mobiliser responded the way he did is telling of the way in which mobilisers must often find themselves speaking up against common racist and class stereotypes.  But the fact that this was the only mobiliser speaking explicitly about the difficulties in reaching beyond parents to children also suggests that most mobilisers seem to take it for granted that adults gate keep their children.  In other words, gate keeping as a barrier to participation was not something mobilisers readily identified.  I suggest that the reason for this lies in a tendency, in English (and other Western European) culture, to see things, by default, from an adult perspective, without problematizing this perspective.  Such adocentrism notwithstanding, it is perhaps surprising that mobilisers did not talk more about barriers to child participation, as they talked repeatedly and consistently about barriers to adult participation, and as they identified children as key points of access to a community.  Several mobilisers explained that children were their 'way in' to a community:

Definitely, the children, they are always the easiest people to get involved. (Community Mobiliser)

I find that the best way [to mobilise a community] is with children.  The wider world is so new to them and they haven't yet made up their minds, they haven't yet been pushed by the weight of the world. They don't know the issues, they're learning and discovering new things. So starting with children is the best way, I feel. (Community Mobiliser)

With children, you've got more of a chance than you have with adults. (Community Mobiliser)

The obvious reason, of course, for mobilisers to find it both relevant and important to work with children is that the mobilisers work with and for the Children's Fund.  However, there is another, related, reason, briefly alluded to by one of the mobilisers quoted above, which is to do with the underlying, and often un-questioned, ideology of social exclusion preventative policy.  This is an ideology which links social inclusion with prevention, and prevention with inter-generational transfer.  Or, to put it another way, it is an ideology – so deeply embedded that it presents itself as a truth or a matter of course – which not only justifies, but necessitates, public intervention in the relationship between children and their parents.  As the Prime Minister recently put it:

The huge lift in support for poor children has been one of our proudest achievements and much more must be done.  However, we must be honest.  For some, those who from generation to generation are brought up in workless households in poor estates, often poorly educated and frankly sometimes poorly parented the rising tide has not helped lift them. (Tony Blair, speech to the Scottish Labour Party, Feb. 24th 2006) 

A fundamental, and taken for granted, outlook of social exclusion/inclusion rhetoric is the concern with inter-generational transfer of 'social capital', of skills, attitudes, aspirations, and of social inclusion itself.  And here, I believe, the complex dynamics of class and of privilege are reduced to a question of individual parent-child relationships.  Or, as discussed earlier, a popular, politically motivated, and narrow understanding of 'social capital'  replaces the (equally politically motivated) sociological understanding of the dynamics of 'social capital', 'habitus', and 'misrecognition' (cf. Bourdieu 1977). Or, to put it in yet another way, the responsibility for child poverty and deprivation lies with the parents, not with the larger socio-economic and cultural context within which poverty and notions of parenthood are produced (for discussions of 'social capital', see e.g.Edwards 2004; Lin 1999; Lochner et al. 1999; Morrow 2004; Putnam 1993).

As we have seen, key to the notion of  prevention, both as prescribed by central Government and as described by mobilisers in Milton Keynes, is the belief that being socially included is something you can learn and something you can teach.  Social inclusion is about education, leadership, discipline, and patronage (hence the pejorative 'Nanny State').   And the primary field within which such education is played out is the parent-child relationship.  Parents can learn to be 'good parents' and thereby learn how to bring up their children as 'socially included' members of society. But education is a long-term project.  

Educating people to not only be, but also feel and identify themselves as, socially included is a long-term project.  This was clearly recognized by the mobilisers, every single one of whom identified what they called short-term 'quick fix' approaches as a real threat to genuine participation and community mobilisation.  The fact that their work is supposed to have 'been done' by 2008 not only flies in the face of their experiences on the ground, it also seems to be in direct contradiction to the primary CF target of long-term sustainability, efficacy, and impact.  

This issue was most directly addressed by mobilisers in connection with comments on funding.

Insecure funding

All mobilisers stressed the importance of trust between local populations and front-line service providers such as themselves.  Crucial to long-term sustainability and to a wider reach is a local and broadly based commitment to participation.  And such participation and commitment is only (if at all) possible if people believe in service providers' commitment to genuine longer term community mobilisation.  In other words, before you can even begin talking about people's trust in themselves and each other, you need to have established trust in the service.  Of course, it works the other way round, too.  Without some degree of self-esteem and mutual trust among members of a community, any mobiliser will have a hard time mobilising anything.  As is the case with all social and micro-political relationships, the mobiliser-community relationship is dynamic and mutually constitutive.

I have learned from mobilisers, their Team Manager, and the CF Manager that of all the potential barriers to community mobilisation, people's reluctance to trust services is one of the most frustrating and most difficult to overcome.  The service providers I have spoken to are remarkably unequivocal: when people do not trust services, it is first and foremost because many services are not sustained over a longer term.  In the case of CF services, such as the mobiliser service, central Government cuts in funding have frustrated the MKCF's efforts to build sustainable services.  Although the MKCF Manager is clearly aware of the devastating effects that insecure funding can have, and although the MKCF Board's policies are committed to avoiding such effects, decisions beyond local control have, for instance,  forced the MKCF to cut the number of mobilisers from ten to eight.  And later, the CVO was forced to find alternative funding for one of the remaining eight mobilisers.  The fact that CVO did find funding – from the local town/Parish council – to continue the threatened mobiliser post, and the fact that    there were strong  local protests against the withdrawal of the original funding, demonstrate both local interest in and support of the mobiliser service, and also a degree of success in mobilising this particular community which might not otherwise have been able to mobilise protest.

In relation to the MKCF Board and its efforts and responsibility to support the Mobiliser Service in securing long-term funding, I have noted some discrepancy between the CF Manager's continuous and consistent efforts to secure future funding for the CM Service, on the one hand, and, on the other,  mobilisers' perception that the MKCF Board, as a whole, perhaps does not sufficiently apply its considerable influence on policy and finance decisions.  At this stage in the evaluation process, it is not possible  –  nor would it be appropriate  –  for me to make any judgement as to whether or not the MKCF Management Board offers sufficient political and practical support of the CM Service.  As I will suggest in the final section, the discrepancy between what the CF Manager does and what the mobilisers think the Board does may be due to insufficient or too irregular communication between the MKCF Board members and the workers on the ground.  

The problem of insecure funding and frequently imposed central Government policy changes seems to be an issue for many local CF services. One local evaluation report puts it forcefully:

The rapidly changing policy environment and the financial mismanagement at central government level which has lead to serious budget cuts has been the biggest barrier to building sustainability into Children's Fund projects and services. (Dean & Howes 2004: 39)

Insecure funding can undermine community work.  Communities lose trust and interest in services that come and go.  And workers lose job security, which may well result in frequent staff changes.  Moreover, as one mobiliser put it:

If I’m totally honest, the last year of my employment, the third year, I’ve got to start thinking 'I need work after this year'. So I’ve got to start looking for work.  That’s obvious and it should be obvious to the people who run the funds.  So that’s when people might start saying 'I’m leaving'.  That’s the danger of short term contracts and then everything falls apart. (Community Mobiliser)

In my view, the Milton Keynes mobilisers are right when they say – as many of them do – that imposed funding cuts and time frames are some of the biggest challenges for the mobiliser service. One thing is doing yourself out of a job.  It is quite another having to do it within a short time frame like that of the CF.

Key points and some suggestions

The impact of generalist, long-term preventative efforts such as those of the CM Service is notoriously difficult to demonstrate and quantify (see e.g. Dean & Howes 2004:18; Dobson 2003: 5; Korf 2002; Levitas 2005; 201-06; Utting 2001: 21).  Some mobilisers clearly recognize that:

I think the most important, and probably the hardest, thing is to evaluate the impact on individuals. I think it's about a qualitative approach. I've talked to you about this, because this is the way you would approach it, and I think it's the right approach. Because it's all well and good to put a clipboard in front of a parent and say 'did you enjoy your trip? How has [the mobiliser] affected your role in the community?'. But that doesn't show how these individuals benefited from it. It's not something that can be put into a graph. (Community Mobiliser)

Demonstrating impact is not only difficult, it is also crucial to securing future funding, especially for services operating within a policy framework that prioritizes evidence-based practice.  As the MKCF Manager explains, if the CM and other services supported by the Children's Fund cannot demonstrate success, local councils and other funding bodies will not be convinced of the importance of continued funding.  Much of the MKCF Manager's work now focuses on forging links with parish councils, the Milton Keynes Council, the Primary Care Trusts, the Youth Offending Team, and voluntary sector organisations such as Relate and the Young Carer's Champion.  Overall, it has been my impression that awareness of the link between demonstrable results and funding opportunities is very present in both service providers' and service users' minds.  My impression is also that this awareness is a reflection of great pressure that has, for some time now, been brought to bear on service providers.  As researchers have commented:

Practitioners who provide and deliver children's services in the community find themselves under unprecedented pressure to evaluate their work and measure its effectiveness. This is mainly because policy makers in central Government have not only declared a commitment to “evidence-based” practice, but also made monitoring and evaluation a compulsory element in a number ogpublicly funded programmes. (Lewis & Utting 2001: 1)

and

[With the Social Exclusion Unit] targets sprouted everywhere, hundreds of them, trying to measure and force improvements as never before. (Toynbee & Walker 2001: 16)

In Milton Keynes, I was told about a nine-year-old member of an appointment interview panel for a new Community Mobiliser.  This interviewer, I understand, asked the candidates some very incisive and highly relevant questions about how to secure continuous funding for the CM service. The pressure to demonstrate success and convince funding bodies is tangible and touches virtually everyone involved with the delivery, use, or evaluation of services such as the Children's Fund.  And that is, I believe, important to bear in mind.

One way of demonstrating impact  -  as the mobiliser quoted above also points out  -  is to illustrate it.  I have therefore selected a few illustrative examples:

· In one area, the community has started a campaign against closure of their leisure centre.  With the support of their mobiliser, parents have designed posters and leaflets to inform the community of this campaign, and they have collected signatures for a petition which will be presented to the council. Parents and children have arranged for a meeting with councillors to present their views and ideas about how to keep the centre open. The mobiliser has also responded to a request by local children for help and resources to produce a video about the local area and its need for a leisure centre. With the support of the CVO and the local mobiliser, parents have received life guard training to enable them to run a swimming session once a week in the Centre's swimming pool.  

· In another area, a parent who had become disillusioned with community work was encouraged by her mobiliser to find confidence to apply for a part-time job as a teaching assistant at the local school.  This parent has subsequently been employed full time.  She is also now actively involved in the Local Action Group which plans trips, runs a weekly book club for parents, and arranges holiday activities such as arts and crafts days, learning to ride a bike, and creating a garden on a patch of unused ground on the site of the local primary school.

· With the support of their mobiliser, two boys in another area have applied for and been granted funding to start a weekly after school club for children in their area.  Despite their enthusiasm and hard work, however, the boys have found it difficult to get the message across to their peers.  When I discussed this with them, the two explained that the reason has been, partly, that they changed mobiliser during the early stages of the process, and although they are very pleased with and encouraged by their new mobiliser, the disruption did their club no good.  They also realised that they needed to advertise the club more widely.  Interestingly, the boys themselves suggested that there may also have been a tendency for them to 'act as if they owned the club', thereby perhaps making their peers feel unwelcome (in other words, they may have encountered problems akin to those described above in connection with 'reaching beyond the comfort zone' and mobilising 'usual suspects') .  It has not been possible for me to obtain consent from these boys and their parents/carers to conduct more in-depth interviews with them about this.  However, I hope to be able to explore the issue further with them in the near future.   

· In another area, a group of parents from the Somali community were encouraged to take a more active part in activities in their children's school after the local mobiliser held a school assembly about the Eid festival.  As part of the assembly, parents and children from different Muslim communities brought food and clothes for a display.  This effort to 'break down barriers' subsequently led to the involvement of women from the Somali community in a Healthy Schools project at a local school.  The mobiliser explained to me that before this initiative, “you wouldn't get these mums past the main door” of the school.  

It is my impression that the mobiliser service is appreciated, and the mobilisers well liked, by members of the local communities.  Those children and parents who are involved in community mobilisation seem enthusiastic about the initiative and recognize its potential for widening community participation.  However, although much has been achieved, and although a fair number of families seem to benefit from activities initiated by local mobilisers and action groups, it is still a small number of parents who engage in the initiating and running of activities.  As I see it, there is no one single reason for this.  Rather, there is a complex of potential reasons, the most noticeable of which this report has sought to highlight.  Ironically, if one single issue could be said to be at the heart of the matter, it would be the very same issue which also holds the potential for successful and long-term sustainable community mobilisation: namely the 'targeted universalism' which forms the basis of the CM initiative.   On the one hand, a generalist not-too-professionalized or not-too-entrenched approach to social inclusion is, by its very inclusivity, the only conceivable way forward.  On the other, a generalist outlook may fail to include groups or individuals who do not readily 'fit' into the pervading construction of 'active citizenship'; and, even if it does succeed in being genuinely inclusive, it may be laying out so wide a field of multiple perspectives, needs, and opinions as to render it ineffectual.  As three parents explained to me, they were glad that there was only about four active parents in their local action group, because if too many people were involved, they would probably never manage to agree on anything.

______________________

Key issues

As I see it, the key issues that have emerged from this interim report are as follows:

Losing the CM effect?

There is possibly a threat of losing the CM effect, over the medium and long term.  This is mostly due to three factors:

· the unsettling effects of insecure funding; 

· a potential insulation of a small group of very active members of the community who could be described as 'habituated' to community work and who –  in their position as 'usual suspects'  - may unwittingly come to form a barrier to wider participation; and

· potential difficulties developing open and mutually supportive inter-agency collaborations and avoiding service duplication.

The latter – inter-agency co-operation – is perhaps a matter upon which the Children's Fund can have the most immediate influence.  Collaboration between agencies is crucial, as is generally recognised, locally as well as nationally.  Emphasizing multi-agency approaches is also the national policy of Every Child Matters (www.everychildmatters.gov.uk).  What this report has sought to highlight, however, is that collaboration between agencies and across age limits can be a greater challenge than might be readily acknowledged. The MKCF currently works together with the MK Sure Start and MK Connexions services to ensure continuation, coherence, and sustainability of service provision, to prevent duplication, and to build a sound basis on which different service providers can share their experiences and learn from one another.  The work that is here being done to co-ordinate provision and community participation across the entire age range of 0 to 19 year olds and their families is a very important step the Children's Fund can take to protect the good work that has already been done, and to ensure its long-term sustainability.

In this context, I believe, the CM service may be better placed than any other statutory or non-statutory service to fulfill the crucial role as 'broker' and 'facilitator', not only between service providers, but also between service providers and service users.  It is therefore surprising that the available version of the  consultation paper Every Child in Milton Keynes Matters (Children's and Young People's Strategy Group 2004) does not even mention the Community Mobiliser Service or the CVO.  Whilst both the Sure Start and Connexions services have been widely consulted in the preparation of this document, the Children's Fund gets only a brief mention (ibid.:19), and the Mobiliser service gets none.  Given that the paper discusses the future for statutory and non-statutory children's and families' services, and given that the success and sustainability of such services will be highly dependent on a well functioning and well integrated multi-agency approach, this omission – whether deliberate or not – suggests an urgent need for the Children's Fund to promote and facilitate greater policy and planning involvement and more secure funding of the CM Service.  

The 'loneliness' of the mobiliser

A related issue concerns the communication and relationship between mobilisers themselves.  Several mobilisers have noted that their job can be a rather lonely one, and that they would appreciate spending more time sharing their experiences and problems with other mobilisers.  It goes without saying that if the mobilisers do not themselves feel part of a team or a 'community', they are less likely to have the resources needed to establish strong sustainable collaboration and commitment in the communities they serve.  As should be clear from this report, the work that the Milton Keynes mobilisers do is not easy.  The CM Team Manager is very aware of this, and has already set up a rota whereby the mobilisers take turns to shadow one another one day a week.  

Idiosyncrasy and transferability of the mobiliser role

The problem of mobilisers' potential isolation is, again, linked to another issue which I would like to raise.  As described, both mobilisers and their Team Manager perceive the mobiliser role as a highly individualized or personalized one.  They have all explained to me that no two mobilisers work in the same way, and that each CM area requires its own unique approach to community mobilisation.  Each individual mobiliser's experience, skills, attitude, and qualities were said to be crucial, both in the appointment and the subsequent success of mobilisers.  

This – together with the embeddedness of shared objectives in the mobilisers' outlook - could be the mobiliser service's greatest strength, in that it makes the service and its practitioners flexible whilst still responsive and accountable to a foundation of shared core principles.

However, two possible problems emerge in this context:

The first is that such professional flexibility and idiosyncratization are likely to be difficult practices to manage.  Keeping all mobilisers 'on track' may be a difficult task.  Flexibility can turn into unwieldiness.

Secondly, a strong 'particularization' or 'individualization' of the CM role could make that role and its practices difficult to transfer or replicate.  Thus, one could ask: if the CM role is enveloped by each individual mobiliser's personal approach and experience, then what will happen to the mobilisation of a community if that mobiliser leaves?  This is an important question, because the CM role is, in its very foundation, meant to be precisely 'transferable'.  

The mobiliser's role is to support individual members of a community in the development of their own skills and confidence in doing what the mobiliser does (develop and maintain services on the ground; identify local problems and operationalize their solution, raise funds, and involve local children and their families).  However, if there is indeed an element of idiosyncrasy in the CM role as it is practised and managed now on the ground, there is also a potential for interdependence between the individual mobiliser and the people s/he works with.  And in that perspective, mobilisers are not really “working themselves out of a job”. 

The CM job description is very broad and general in its specifications, and it is quite possible that it needs to be so.  However, I would suggest that regular and very clearly focused staff training and development may help imbue both individual mobilisers and the CM service as a whole with a greater sense of cohesion and of a shared professional identity.

I put the question of idiosyncrasy and transferability to the CM Team Manager, asking him what, if anything, the MKCVO does to standardize the CM role.  As I understand it, the Team Manager is already aware of a possible need for more rigidly structured and clearly articulated terms of reference, but he is also keen to maintain and further develop that flexibility and that ability to adjust which no doubt free up mobilisers to respond appropriately and meaningfully to the diverse needs and wishes expressed by a diverse group of communities. 

The 'professional  neighbour' dilemma, and: when does mobilisation become activism?

As 'professional neighbours', mobilisers not only obscure their own role as social engineers, they also embody a tension, inherent in the very idea of community mobilisation, between empowerment and social control.

As mentioned earlier, the term 'social capital' is widely used in discussions and academic reflections on preventative interventions and social policies.  The CF Manager has a very clear vision of mobilising communities and their 'social capital'.  It is, he explains, about “giving people the skills to question people in authority”.  

The problem here is that the mobiliser is a person in authority.  S/he is a professional with a job description and with specific aims and objectives to be met.

And, at their core, the mobilisers' aims are prevention.  Generalist, 'up stream' prevention of social exclusion.  Prevention, of course, must necessarily imply some specific – albeit not necessarily explicated – ideas about what it is that should be prevented.  It also necessarily carries within it presumptions about who would be 'at risk' of whatever it is that is to be prevented.  In other words, a preventative approach identifies groups or individuals 'at risk of social exclusion', thereby marking people as 'in need' before this need really manifests itself.  This raises several issues, many of which the MKCF seeks to address through 'targeted universalism', empowerment, and participation.  However, no amount of consultation and needs-identification can overcome the problem that external authorities – not local people themselves – have decided that there are needs to be had and met in the first place.

In contrast, community mobilisation may, if it is radical and encompassing, succeed in activating genuine 'grass root' resistance.  Community mobilisation may empower people to resist, not 'social exclusion', but the very concept  of 'social exclusion'. In other words, if a community is genuinely mobilising itself, it is likely to also become more critically and politically active.  And with political activity and awareness comes also potential subversion or resistance.  It is, I presume, unlikely that local and national government visions of 'social inclusion' encompass practices of social resistance, and the mobilisers in Milton Keynes may therefore find themselves more directly confronted than most with conflicting ideas about what 'empowerment' entails and about how far its consequences should, or could, reach.

As we have seen, many mobilisers emphasize the importance of keeping some professional distance, but at the same time, they also emphasize the importance of personal (not professional) skill, flair, and engagement.  I think that in doing that, they put their finger on a dilemma which may be inherently unresolvable, but which may also, if handled with sincerity and care, be potentially very fruitful. 

If, by making space for mobilisers to share their problems and discuss openly the tension that lies in being a professional neighbour, the CM service could develop clear practical guidelines, for instance, on how to solve possible disputes between different groups in a community, this might not only take some of the burden of politically or ethically difficult decisions off the shoulders of individual mobilisers, it might also create a forum for providers and users of other services to discuss forms of local participation, ways of ensuring democratic process, ways of developing coherence and sustainability, and such like.

At least some mobilisers appear uncomfortable with the moralistic dictates that underlie much central Government rhetoric on social exclusion.  Whilst it is central Government discourse that produces dominant constructs of social inclusion/exclusion, and thereby also dominant constructs of 'the social' itself, it is front-line workers on the ground, such as the Milton Keynes mobilisers, who must administer and negotiate that construct in practice.
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