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Summary

Not only is the service highly valued by those who use it, it has also proved an asset to other agencies working in the Mobiliser areas.  It is considered 'de-stigmatising', by users and other service providers alike, thus exhibiting the potential for reaching the 'most excluded'. The initiative and unique skills of the Mobilisers being virtually the only resource sustaining the service, it is also highly cost effective..

Hence, the biggest threat to the Mobiliser service appears to be the fact that it is a pilot programme with no clear reassurances as to what will happen to the service, and to its users and on-the-ground providers, after 2008.  The first priority of the Milton Keynes Children's Fund Board must therefore be to discuss and identify ways in which the Mobiliser service can be mainstreamed or otherwise securely funded on a long-term basis.  Furthermore, I suggest the Board considers the likely loss of a highly competent work force, fine-tuned to the specific demands of the Mobiliser role, unless greater job security and career development opportunities are built into the service.

Whilst the Mobiliser service, in its present form, has neither the capacity for nor the intention of developing any framework for overall strategic planning, the experience and local knowledge of the Mobilisers could prove invaluable in facilitating the kind of multi-layered communication and inter-agency collaboration that are set out in the Every Child Matters agenda.

The questions we asked:

· What aspects of the Mobiliser service do adult service users value most?

· Do the aspects valued by users echo the intended outcomes of the Mobiliser service?

What we found:

The following aspects of the CM service have emerged as the most highly valued by service users generally:

1. Training and education opportunities which have led to improved social and parenting skills, to better quality of life for individuals and families, and to improved future employment prospects.

2. Development of mutually supportive community networks and pathways out of individual / family isolation.

3. Increased communication between local residents which has led to increased confidence and improved access to sources of information.

4. The experience of being taken seriously and not 'spoken down to' as 'just a mum in a deprived neighbourhood'.

5. 'Having something to do': opportunities for both adults and children to get involved in all stages of activity planning.  Affordable holiday activities for children and opportunities for adults to meet other adults.

6. Empowerment.

How  do the Mobilisers do it?

The CM role is unique in that it both requires and allows for great flexibility, that it is broadly focused and non-specialist, and that its key functions are mediation and direct reliance on, and explicit expectations of, local participation and initiative. The  Mobiliser Service is clearly distinct from other children's, family, or community services.  Local residents readily identify the difference between the Mobiliser Service and all other services they have been in contact with. 

The CM role requires a unique cluster of skills:

· ability to work in relative isolation from colleagues.  Mobilisers are solo workers.

· well developed interpersonal skills

· organisational skills

· being visibly present

· engagement with and understanding of individuals' unique circumstances, yet ability to keep a distance to avoid too heavy-handed intervention

· flexibility

Benefits to the wider community

The Mobilisers work with and engage a wide range of groups and individuals in the local communities.  Mobilisers, in their practice, reach across:

· boundaries of age; 

· boundaries between adults and children; 

· boundaries between 'individual', 'family' and 'community'; and

· boundaries between 'issues' or 'problems' 

Interim conclusions

Thus far, the evidence suggests that the success of the service lies primarily in:

· a flexibility -  in the job spec, in the team management, and in the practice of the Mobilisers – which affords each Mobiliser freedom to adjust provision and approach to changing local needs and wishes;

· the high level of competence, experience, and openness to new ideas among Mobilisers and their Manager (and, by inference, an effective recruitment procedure);

· a genuine commitment to national and local 'participation' and 'empowerment' agendas. This commitment results in sometimes unorthodox practices which can prove challenging to existing local political authority;

· an ability and willingness to mediate between and join forces with other service providers and – where opportunities exist – to work closely with Parish/Town councils.

Among potential or actual problems discussed, the following call for closer attention:

· an apparent lack of training and knowledge, among Mobilisers, about the workings of local political processes.  This is important, especially for a service which aims explicitly to empower local residents;

· the potential for established existing groups and activities to become exclusive;

· lack of clarity about the ideas and purposes underlying the temporary nature of the service; and, as a result of this

· a lack of job security and of career development opportunities built into the Mobiliser job specification.

Recommendations

1. CVO and the MKCF Board should consider providing CMs with formal training and information on local political processes.  

2.CMs need clear and unambiguous good practice guidelines.

3.The idea of CMs ‘working themselves out of a job’ needs revisiting.

The CF Board and CVO should discuss and come to a crystal clear shared understanding of what lies behind the temporary status of the CM role as it exists at present:

· is the fundamental idea of mobilisation that it should enable communities to be entirely self-sufficient?  (And hence, eventually render the Mobiliser obsolete); or

· is the aim to continuously mobilize, maintain, expand, and nurture community cohesion and mutual support, working towards greater autonomy and self-sufficiency whilst recognizing the continued need for professional advisory input?; or

· is the temporariness due simply to the fact that the existing funding runs out in Spring 2006?

As a pilot project, the Mobiliser Service is both successful and innovative.  

What's changed?  Everything's changed! He's changed my life. (Mother of two)

She's given me a life, basically. (Mother of five)

She gives wicked advice as well. (17-year old woman)

He's made us more of a community. (Mother of three)

She's our voice.  (Mother of two)

She's made a thirty four year old do life guard training  -  what more can I say?  (Mother of four)

It's out of this world, all the things he's done. (Mother)

The minute they see him, they rush up, hang on his arm, he lifts them up and they do a headstand – and that's just the mums. (Group of mothers)

If he wasn't here, there wouldn't be such fun things to do. (Boy)

She's great.  She does football. (Boy, aged 9)

The above is just a small collection of statements made by Milton Keynes residents about their Community Mobilisers.

It is a privilege to be evaluating the Community Mobiliser Service in Milton Keynes.  The message from service users is clear and close to unequivocal:  without the Mobiliser, 'nothing would happen round here'.  Community mobilisation can be done and is being done.  There is clear evidence that individuals and families are being mobilised, supported, and encouraged to engage with their local communities in new and constructive ways.

Not only is the service highly valued by those who use it, it has also proved an asset to other agencies working in the Mobiliser areas.  

It is considered 'de-stigmatising' and 'non-labeling' by users and other service providers alike, thus exhibiting potential for reaching the 'most excluded'. 

The initiative and unique skills of the Mobilisers and their Team Manager being virtually the only resource sustaining the service, it is also highly cost effective.

The suggestion, made in the First Interim Report (Lærke 2006), that insecure funding is potentially undermining the work being done, has been borne out clearly by the evidence collected.  Hence, the biggest threat to the Mobiliser Service appears to be the fact that it is a pilot programme with no clear reassurances as to what will happen to the service, and to its users and on-the-ground providers, after 2008.  The first priority of the Milton Keynes Children's Fund Board must therefore be to discuss and identify ways in which the Mobiliser Service can be mainstreamed or otherwise securely funded on a long-term basis.  Furthermore, I suggest the Board considers the likely loss of a highly competent work force, fine-tuned to the specific demands of the Mobiliser role, unless greater job security and career development opportunities are built into the service.

I have earlier noted my surprise at the absence of any reference to the Community Mobiliser Service in the consultation document Every Child in Milton Keynes Matters (Children's and Young People's Strategy Group, Milton Keynes, 2004; Lærke  2006).  I mention it again here to draw attention to how relevant the Mobiliser experience is to the overall vision laid out in the document.

In the foreword, the authors acknowledge that 

[t]his paper has been developed by all those agencies in Milton Keynes who are dedicated to the welfare of children. ... Crucially, we are not developing this vision in isolation.  We are joining together in recognition of the fact that none of us can do this alone. (Children's and Young People's Strategy Group, Milton Keynes, 2004: 2).

Discussing the projected increase of the Milton Keynes population, the paper notes that

we should not assume linear expansion of traditional service provision in line with population growth, but should aim instead at new forms of service delivery which support and empower self sufficiency. (ibid.: 16)

Finally, outlining the challenge in responding to key aspirations of the Every Child Matters agenda and the Children Bill, the authors note:

Services for “vulnerable” children (as opposed to “children in need”) are fragmented, delivered from various sources, and not currently subject to any strategic planning framework. (ibid.: 22)

Whilst the Mobiliser service, in its present form, has neither the capacity for nor the intention of developing any framework for overall strategic planning, the experience and local knowledge of the Mobilisers could prove invaluable in facilitating the kind of multi-layered communication and inter-agency collaboration that such a framework would necessarily have to rely on.

As should become clear, the Mobilisers in Milton Keynes offer exactly the kind of preventative, broad, signposting, mediating and de-stigmatizing service that is called for in the Every Child in Milton Keynes Matters paper.

In the following, I present the views of those who work with the Mobilisers – either as service users or as professionals employed by other agencies.  In doing so, I attempt to find answers to two questions:

· What aspects of the Mobiliser Service do adult service users value most?

· Do the aspects valued by users echo the intended outcomes of the Mobiliser Service?

Methods, data collected, participants and authorship

The following types of data were collected:

· Notes from focus group discussions with parents and other adult service users.

· Notes from participant-observation fieldwork.

· Notes and transcriptions from interviews with two Parish/Town councillors, one primary school Headteacher, the Manager of a local Family Centre, the primary admin worker at a local Family Centre, Sure Start staff, and individual adult service users.

· Notes from conversations with 17-18 year olds involved in CM initiated training programmes.

· Written testimonies by adult service users.

· Narrated testimonies by adult service users.

· Written sources.

Some of the data were collected by my colleague and manager Dr Katy Simmons.  Where my account relies on Dr Simmons' notes and observations, this will be clearly indicated. 

I have sought to give as much voice as possible to participants' own concerns, opinions, and formulations.  Hence, the dominant means of data collection have been open-ended focus group discussions and participant-observation.  In addition, I have collected service users' testimonies which have been transcribed, but not edited, by me.  All contributors of testimonies requested to be identified by their full name. This, however, in no way implies any responsibility on their part for conclusions drawn or recommendations made in this report.  In this respect, the sole responsibility for the report remains that of the Evaluation Team.

All other participants remain anonymous.

I have, to the extent that this was possible in practice, secured participants' informed consent to having their views and experiences represented here.  However, due to the small and intimate nature of the sample, it may be possible for individuals to identify themselves or others with which they are closely associated.  This has been discussed with participants.

I am aware that the MKCF Board is keen to see the views of children represented in the on-going evaluation.  However, during this second stage of evaluation, it was deemed most effective to hear from parents first and establish good relations between the researcher and local families before approaching individual children.  The third stage of data collection, which will directly and actively involve service users of ages 5 to 13, will begin after November 15th.

What aspects of the Mobiliser Service do adult service users value most?

The following written testimony captures the general flavour of many responses:

I have only recently moved to Area A from the nearby estate of Area B.  As you know I have two children, my daughter aged 10 yrs and my son aged 3 yrs.

Rightly or wrongly Area B does not have a Community Mobiliser.  In fact, I had never heard of this term until I moved.

I first met the Mobiliser at the Parent and Toddler group at the First School, and this session was first recommended to me after visiting the Drop-in, also at the School.  Believe it or not, I also found the Drop-in by accident.

The Mobiliser immediately introduced herself, explained how the Parent and Toddler group operated and, far more importantly, made me feel at ease to join in or ask questions.  At this stage the Mobiliser never identified herself as a Community Mobiliser.  It was some time later that I fully understood what the Mobiliser's job was.

In my short time as a resident in Area A, my life has completely altered, taking me in directions I never would have envisaged.

My employment history is, in the main, that of an analyst.  Putting those skills into play, my observations would be that the Mobiliser's approach is much more pro-active and long-term than other projects currently operating in Area A.  My belief is that her remit as a Mobiliser is to support and enhance the lives of children aged up to 15 years of age, by offering opportunities that would otherwise be out of reach.

[...]

The Mobiliser's approach deals with elements of the cause as well as the effects.  If you get labelled, you feel labelled and then you can get stuck in a rut, and – even worse – you distrust anything or anyone that comes along and offers anything.  The Mobiliser's softly softly approach is so effective.  She isn't forceful, but she listens to the community and individuals very carefully.  It is their comments that generate the projects that she supports.  The Parent and Toddler group is a superb example.  Here was a group of parents with an array of skills, who were very unhappy with the facilities on offer and who – with support – had the ability to do something about it.

Over the past few months, my daughter and I have been able to enjoy many opportunities, taking my daughter to dodge ball, which I later learned was yet another situation where a parent is being nurtured while they develop a regular sporting team on the estate.

I have watched first hand how projects such as these have been led from being projects to becoming permanent fixtures.  By building on parental skills the Mobiliser is simultaneously creating new community facilities.  Our Mobiliser is well on the way to achieving the ultimate goal with many of the projects I have experienced, and which are self-sustainable without the assistance of the Mobiliser or, indeed, any other Community Mobiliser.

On a personal level, the Mobiliser has been working with me with the view to me utilising my IT training skills by enrolling on 'Train to be a Trainer' certification.  And, more crucially, she has within the past few days introduced me to an organisation who may assist me in achieving my ultimate goal of running my own business.

In summary, I would say that without many of the projects that the Mobiliser has supported, there is no doubt in my mind that parents would not have achieved this on their own.  And, more crucially, the self-realisation that parents had the power to achieve despite their circumstances would never have evolved.  EMPOWERMENT!

My personal opinion is that Community Mobilisers, especially our Mobiliser, are critical to the development of low income areas.  Our Mobiliser achieves this in a non-labelling manner, and it is fair to say that my family and I would not have made the transition from being home-owners to living in my mother's house so easily without the Mobiliser.

My daughter and I have made new friends, enjoyed countless activities and built up our confidence quite considerably.

If another Community Mobiliser were ever to be assigned to Area A or any other estate for that matter, take a leaf from our Mobiliser's book.  Don't just provide activities to support low income areas.  Develop the areas by listening to the aspirations of the residents. 







Lisa Bailey, Mother of two, aged 10 and 3

The following aspects of the CM Service  -  all of which are mentioned in the above testimony  -  have emerged as the most highly valued by service users generally:

7. Training and education opportunities which have led to improved social and parenting skills, to better quality of life for individuals and families, and to improved future employment prospects.

8. Development of mutually supportive community networks and pathways out of individual or family isolation.

9. Increased communication between local residents which has led to increased confidence and improved access to sources of information.

10. The experience of being taken seriously and not 'spoken down to' as 'just a mum in a deprived neighbourhood'.

11. 'Having something to do': opportunities for both adults and children to get involved in all stages of activity planning.  Affordable holiday activities for children and opportunities for adults to meet other adults.

12. Empowerment.

Training

As noted in the First Interim Report, underlying Government social and employment policy is an assumption that participation in the paid work force is the most sustainable and efficient means of preventing poverty and social exclusion (Lærke 2006: 5-6; Levitas 1998 (2005)).  Because the Mobiliser Service takes seriously the CF aim to deliver preventative services for children and their families and communities, adult residents in at least some of the CM areas have benefited from a range of training courses, covering subjects such as: first aid; computer skills; primary school curriculum and how children learn; life guard training; arts and craft; sports coaching; how to establish a local committee of volunteers; how to organise community events, activities, and trips; and practical experience aimed at formal qualifications in child care, teaching assistance, and enterprise.

In one area, the Mobiliser received about 40 responses to a questionnaire enquiring about local parents' interests in training.  The Mobiliser subsequently arranged a meeting between local residents and an adviser from ACE (Adult Continuing Education) in order to discuss what courses were available and how to tailor them to fit the needs of the residents.  At the meeting, I was impressed by the way in which the Mobiliser did not seek to impose her own ideas on the group, while at the same time facilitating dialogue by asking relevant questions about future employment prospects, certification of qualification, and career development planning.

In another area, a parent explained that she had done a First Aid course:

It enables me to contribute more to the after school club.  I've put it on my CV. (Local parent; data collected by K.Simmons)

With support from the Mobiliser, another parent wrote an article for the local community magazine about her children's Summer in the local community (Wolverton & Greenleys News 2005).

A mother of five has, with the practical and moral support of the Mobiliser, embarked on a child minder qualification.  And a single mother of four has been encouraged to start an Open University degree with the aim of qualifying as a Teaching Assistant, now that her youngest child has started full-time schooling. 

In one area, the Mobiliser has worked with the local sports college to make life guard and sports coaching courses available to local 6th formers.  The qualifications thus gained have enabled the young people to supervise swimming sessions as volunteers, which has made it possible for residents to use the local swimming pool at times when it would otherwise have to stay closed.  A young woman explained how the Mobiliser had 'changed her life':

The Mobiliser's going to help me go to the States to do football coaching.  She's done everything.  And I can use my qualification to get a job as coach or life guard. She gives wicked advice as well.  You can always ask her about problems and she'll do everything she can to support you.  (17 year old local resident).

It is clear from all accounts that developing skills and gaining qualifications are encouraged by the Mobilisers, not only in order to support individuals in their pursuit of a better quality of life, but also in order to strengthen the communities.  Several of the local residents I talked to made it clear that 'giving something back to the community' was an important part of their involvement.

Building communities

A common remark by adults is that the Mobiliser Service has helped them break the isolation they were in before they got involved with community mobilisation.

I used to take the children to school and walk straight back home again.  I used to be at home all day.  Now  I'm never at home.  (Mother of four)

He's made us into more of a community.  (Mother of two)

With the drop-in, I get the best of both worlds.  I get to be with my boy and I get some adult conversation as well. (Mother of two)

I didn't know any of you a year ago  -  and look at us now! (Mother of one in focus group discussion)

As noted in the First Interim Report, the Children's Fund in Milton Keynes, in response to consultation with local residents, added to their objectives an emphasis on developing opportunities for adults to meet other adults and build networks of mutual support (Lærke 2006: 7).  This led to the MKCF local objective 9 'To increase and improve informal support for parents and children in the Children's Fund areas' (Milton Keynes Childrens Fund 2004).  The CF objectives have now been reformulated in line with the Every Child Matters agenda, but it is clear that involving all members of families and the wider community is still importantly both for the MKCF and for the CM Service.  Those who use the Mobiliser service have formed friendships and support networks that they are quite adamant would not have existed without the Mobilisers facilitating them.  The following narrated testimony makes this point clearly: 

When did I first meet our Mobiliser?  She just appeared.  She appeared at the school one day, at the door.  The first thing she did for me was the courses.  She asked me, 'do you want to do this class?', and that was that.  I haven't looked back since.

I was turning into a bit of a recluse.  I just took the kids to school and then went home.  I had two little kids at home and a bad husband.  I used to stay indoors all the time.  I didn't really talk to anyone.  Now I am always doing something and meeting people, and that is all because of the Mobiliser.  I cannot think of any other way I would have come out of my isolation.  I wouldn't have talked to you, I wouldn't have known any other parents in the area.  Before the Mobiliser started all this here, I didn't do anything.  I was in a crap marriage.  I was losing a lot of weight.

Earlier this year, I was seriously ill.  The Mobiliser helped me  -  she was there for me.  I was just charging on  -  that's the way I am  -  coping and not telling anyone. But one day, I remember,  I was sorting something out with the school secretary, and I almost collapsed.  The secretary called the Mobiliser and the Mobiliser said, 'go home, girl, and stay in your bed'.  And she did the shopping for me, she organised child care and someone to collect the kids from school.  I was very ill for about three weeks, and the Mobiliser was there for me.  She is so involved in everyone's life.  She is a friend.

For instance, I have some trouble with the Middle School and I don't know my rights, and I need to speak to an educational psychologist, and I just need someone to come with me.  I asked the Mobiliser and she said of course, she'll come with me.

What has the Mobiliser meant to me?  Everything.

I've done classes.  The Mobiliser knows I want a Teaching Assistant qualification so I can work in this school, or another school, and she always brings in anything that will help me with that.  She helps me find things to do that I can put on my CV.  I am going to start a Foundation Degree in Early Learning in February.  The Mobiliser understands....  Sometimes I feel like screaming:  I've got A-levels and I went to college till I was twenty one.  I know people look at me and think I'm thick.  But the Mobiliser knows I can do it – she is well aware that I can do it.






Lynda Evans, Mother of four, aged 3,4, 8 and 10

Community mobilisation has had a uniquely positive and constructive influence on those families who engage with the service.  However, there is a delicate balance for Mobilisers to strike between, on the one hand, ensuring an atmosphere of 'safety' and mutual trust, and, on the other, preventing established groups from becoming exclusive.  I return to this issue below.

Communication, information, accessibility

Everyone I have spoken to – service users as well as providers from other agencies – emphasize the importance of communication  -  communication between local residents and service providers and communication between different agencies working in a community (see also Lærke 2006: 15).  From the point of view of local parents, it is of course particularly important that families are being sufficiently informed about  activities and initiatives in their communities.  While a small minority has complained that they are not properly informed about events and activities, the vast majority of people we spoke to emphasized precisely the clearly displayed and easily accessible information as one of the characteristics that differentiate Mobilisers from other service providers.

Whilst the Mobilisers now in post are well embedded in their local communities and successful in reaching a range of local families, the service has in the past experienced problems with Mobilisers who did not quite succeed in establishing and maintaining strong links with actual and potential service users.  When asked to identify what the present (successful) Mobiliser does that a previous (less successful) Mobiliser did not, respondents gave the following kinds of reply:

Anna: 'what about the previous Mobiliser, K?'

Parent A: 'who's K?'   

Parent B: 'there you go  -  says it all, doesn't it?'

Parent C:  'we didn't really know about her.  She was at the school sometimes, I think, but if you don't have kids in the school  -  like my youngest goes to another school  -  you wouldn't know about what she was doing.'

Anna: 'could you put your finger on what it is that the present Mobiliser does that K didn't do?'

Parent B: 'he's there... he's always out and about... you just see him around'  (Focus group)

Anna: 'but there has been other Mobilisers  -  how did they work?'

Parent 1: 'they didn't !'

Parent 2: 'they set up activities, but they didn't ask us what we wanted'

Parent 1: 'a lot of the time, we didn't know the activities were there... there was no communication'

Anna: 'what kind of things did they do?'

Parent 3: 'we don't know!  That's the point.  We don't know where they were or what they were doing'  (Focus group)

The issue was not that the services weren't there  -  the issue was that we didn't know they were there.  It's all about communication. (Mother of two)

The Manager of a local Family Centre was very clear about the difference between previous Mobilisers and the present one:

He's very different... absolutely.  He's in touch with the community. He is so emotionally capable, and has a tremendous amount of energy and enthusiasm.  He makes people care about things, he engages people.  The previous Mobiliser did not really convince me.  She was a nice woman, and she had her little group... but it all happened here, in the Family Centre, and you wouldn't see her out on the streets. (Family Centre Manager)

One parent made a remarkably clear connection between communication, access to information,  and confidence  -  or between knowledge and empowerment.  A group of parents were explaining how they would ask their Mobiliser to help them learn more about an issue that interested or worried them.  For instance, one explained, they were thinking of asking the Mobiliser to arrange for someone to come into the school to explain the new rules for children's car seats.  'Point is', remarked a mother, 'would we even have thought of getting someone in if it hadn't been for the Mobiliser?'.  And, indeed, that is the point.  The Mobiliser has succeeded in empowering these parents to express their wishes and do something to fulfil them, she has empowered them to have wishes at all, to want something at all.  And she has empowered them to know that there is something they need to know.

Elsewhere, a woman told me she had moved to her area as a young mother.  She was then 17 years old and has lived in the area for ten years.  She described how awkward, shy, and afraid she used to feel when approaching the local mums and toddlers group.  Since the present Mobiliser arrived, this mother has joined the Local Action Group and has been encouraged and enabled to start and run a drop-in, with financial help from Sure Start funds and practical support from other parents.  This woman has grown and gained such confidence in herself that she can now lift her head and look out across the central square of her neighbourhood and say to me: 'there are parents out there who need a hand.  Parents with problems.  Drugs or alcohol or abuse or just too many kids. And their kids just hang around doing nothing.  I want to make them feel welcome in the drop-in'.

Another mother had noticed the difference between her older children and her younger one who has benefited from the presence of a Mobiliser:

I can really see a big difference between my two older ones and my youngest.  She's four and has had the Mobiliser, and she's a completely different kind of person, because she's had all these things going on and she's made friends with other kids through the activities the Mobiliser has set up.  It has given her social skills. She is much more out-going.  It's going to be easier for her to start school  -  she starts now, this September, full time. My older ones, they used to keep themselves to themselves.... they still do. (Mother of three, Grandmother of one)

Access to information, opportunities to exchange views and experiences with others, and being listened to are all essential to self-confidence.  And confidence and power often come (and go) hand in hand.  When I put a question about confidence to a group of service users, the short and sharp reply I got told me everything I needed to know:

I asked, 'if or when the Mobiliser leaves and the Mobiliser Service is no more, do you think you will have the confidence and feel comfortable with, for instance, making funding applications?'.  I was put right straight away, by a parent who said, 'it's not about confidence or feeling comfortable... we're perfectly comfortable with it... it's about information... it's about knowing what to do and who to contact'.  My question was patronizing, and there was all the confidence necessary to make that clear to me.  (Notes from focus group discussion) 

Being taken seriously 

The following testimony was narrated to me:

The Mobiliser has given me confidence.  I feel more confident than I ever used to be.  And I'm quite proud of that.  For instance, I don't like phones.  I don't like phoning people.  I used to never use the phone.  I'm still a bit nervous, but now I'll do it.

The Mobiliser was very important to me during a difficult period in my life.  I was seeking custody of one my sons, and the Mobiliser helped me out, she supported me.  She knew I was nervous about going to the mediation the first time, and she asked, 'do you want me to come with you?', and she did.  She didn't go in with me, but she was there, and she brought me back again afterwards.

The Mobiliser is there for support.  But she doesn't interfere.  She waits till you ask.  She's just there for you.  You know, when I have to go somewhere new, I sometimes need just that little push the first time.  And then after that, I'm alright.  I can do it.

One of the important things the Mobiliser has done for me is taking me seriously.  She takes me as a real person.  She has helped me get on courses.  She's even paid for some of them.  She is involved in our lives.  It isn't just a job.  She makes you feel you are wanted.  We love her.  Our kids love her.  Yes, the children do love the Mobiliser.





Dawn Mahony, Mother of four, aged 7, 9, 11, and 13

Having something to do

The most common of all comments about the Mobiliser Service is that it has given children and families something to do.  Especially during holidays, families on low income find it difficult to keep children from being 'bored' and parents from 'going mad at home'.  Several families in the CM areas do not have access to their own transport and cannot afford trips to theme parks, cinema, and the like.  It is ironic that Milton Keynes boasts its many exciting leisure facilities, whilst some people who live in the city cannot afford to use them.  The following quotes represent typical comments:

Dear Sir,

I am writing this letter as a mother of three young children and a member of the community of Area C.  For the past 18 months I have happily been involved in the many activities that our Community Mobiliser [...] has provided.  Before the time of the Community Mobiliser, life in Area C, with three young children was quite a challenge especially during the holiday period without the use of a car.  There is a limit to how far young people can walk and only so many times you can go to the local park.  With limited funds, school holidays became a nightmare and trips out were very few and far between.  However, last year during the school breaks we had the best time yet.  Every school holiday was filled with trips and fun activities.  The parents and children had 'something to do'. [...]  Not only has this service benefited myself in meeting other parents, but it has also given the family something to look forward to.









Gill Brady, local resident

(Letter of 09.02.2006, written to the Chair of the MKCF Board, in response to rumours that the Mobiliser Service in her area might be taken away; data collected by K.Simmons)

You get new ideas about what to do with your children.  It allows all children to have the same experience.  Sometimes, you know, when holidays are over and children go back to school, some children will have done lots of things and will say 'I've done this... or that...'.  Others won't have anything to say because they haven't done anything.  But with these activities, everyone has the same and they have something to talk about.  (Local parent; data collected by K.Simmons)

Dear Anna,

I am the mother to 1 son and an aunt to 4 boys and 2 girls who all live in this area.

The youngest of these children is 4 years and the oldest is 12 years.

To us as a family the Mobiliser Service has been a real God-sent and has enabled us to have a nearly stress free summer holiday.  It has made it possible for all the children to spend a lot more time together without arguments.

This is the second summer we have used the service, and hopefully it will be around for many more.  We have attended most of the activities and day trips.

The children have also been able to have a major input into the activities and days out, by attending their own action group meetings with the Mobiliser.  I believe this has made a difference to how they feel about the service and the Mobiliser.  They see him as someone who listens to them and takes notice  -  especially the older ones.

The Mobiliser in our area has made a massive impact on this estate.  He has brought families from all different backgrounds together, which without him would not have happened.  I have become friends with other families, just by attending various activities.

The children have been given the opportunity to learn new skills and build upon them, and they have interacted with their peers in a constructive way and have become more tolerant of each other.  Their time is being spent in a far more creative way and in a safe and supervised place.







Shelley Taylor, Mother of one, aged 3

'When he said we were going to a forest, I thought... why go to a forest?... there'll only be trees [general laughter].  But it was really good.'

'After we did the walk together, we went and did it again ourselves.  We never would have done that.'

'Yes, we did that.  That Secret Garden.  I've lived here 29 years and I didn't know it existed.  So that night I went right back with my husband and just sat there.  It was great'

(Focus group; K.Simmons)

Since the Mobiliser started, there has been more for the age ten and upwards.  There seems to be a lot for the younger ones, but when they hit ten, eleven, there's nothing.  But it's getting much better with that now.  (Mother of two)  

Empowerment

Empowerment starts with recognition  -  with individuals recognizing themselves and others as 'persons'.  It is clear that recognition is at the heart of the Mobilisers' success:

The Mobiliser doesn't just ask us [parents] what we want... he asks the children.  You know, he has set up a local action group for the children and they meet at school and he listens to what they say'.  (Mother of two)

He looks out for everyone... he takes every one at an equal level' (Mother of one) 

Have you noticed?  When he talks  to the kids, he bends down  -  we don't even do that... we just shout over their heads.  (Mother of three, focus group)

And for recogntion to develop into empowerment, people need to be able to trust one another.  Being able to rely on the Mobiliser has indeed been a recurrent theme in conversations with parents who have, as one mother put it, 'had one too many agency people come and go'.  Here  is how another parent explained trust:

If there's something we need to know or do, we know we can talk to the Mobiliser and we know she will do all she can.  We know she can do it, and we ask her without hesitation.  (Mother of four)

At a Local Action Group meeting, local residents were discussing activities for the coming Summer holiday.  Trips to the seaside or a theme park caused much discussion, and it was clear that the Mobiliser, who chaired the meeting, did not believe that long trips were 'such a good way of spending the money'.  Many of the parents and children, however, were adamant that a trip was important, as it would be the only opportunity for some families to get out of Milton Keynes during the Summer.  I was struck by the speed with which the Mobiliser withdrew his scepticism as soon as it had become clear that local residents really did want a trip.  Not only did his scepticism disappear, leaving no trace, he also immediately threw himself into the practical planning of hiring coaches, finding a suitable venue, setting a price, and informing local families.  

Listening to local voices and accommodating local needs are central dictates underlying the participation agendas of the Social Exclusion Unit, the Children's Fund, and the Every Child Matters initiative.  And whilst it is easy enough to make token gestures to participation, it is much harder to actually accommodate expressed needs and wishes, especially where this means acting against one's own 'better' and professional judgement.  For this Mobiliser to respond the way he did to local wishes required a great deal of quick thinking, flexibility, and experience.

One complaint raised by parents particularly attracted my attention:  during a focus group discussion, local parents expressed a wish to be more involved in and informed about the finances of their local Mobiliser Service.  The parents knew that each Mobiliser has a budget on which s/he can draw – to cover some or all of the costs of trips, materials, course fees, crèche facilities, and consumables such as drinks and toast.  And whilst they felt appropriately involved in deciding how the money should be spent, they felt 'kept out of the loop', as one mother put it, when it came to actual figures and other budget details.  This would, it seems to me, be an easy problem to solve.

However, another problem that came to light is more complex.  After a long informal conversation with two mothers who, by all accounts, have benefited greatly from the Mobiliser Service, I wrote the following notes:

I stayed behind and talked to D and L about the drop-in they run themselves[...]  'They don't advertise it properly', said D, 'look at that building...can you see anything? a poster? anything?'.  'What do you mean 'they'?' I asked.  'The Mobiliser, the [staff from other agencies]... how are we supposed to run a drop-in if no one knows about it?', she replied.  I tried again: 'but isn't it your drop-in?  Isn't that the point?'.  L explained: 'sure, if they'd let us have the money... we've got a room, but we need toys and equipment and money'.  'Yeah', said L, 'they have the money, they do the advertising.  I'd be more than happy to go out there and ask people to come along, but if that's what they want, they should just let me get on with it'.  She smiled and added, 'but we're just moaning, really... we are very lucky to have the Mobiliser'.  'Yes, we love him, really', said D.  (Fieldnotes)

It would seem that, as long as the Mobiliser kept some of the control, these mothers did not feel there was much incentive for them to take responsibility themselves.

This situation is more complex than that, however, in that it is not 'just' a question of sharing financial information and control.  It calls into question how a Mobiliser may be able to know  when it is time to 'let go'.  I have chosen these particular quotes because they illustrate perfectly how difficult it can be to strike the right balance between being supportive and being patronizing.  As I heard them, D and L were not themselves all that clear about what should come first, responsibility or money.   Ironically, of course, this problem has emerged from successful  empowerment of local parents.  Had D and L not felt responsible – at least to some extent – for the drop-in, and had they not felt that their views were being respected, I doubt they would have seen much point in 'moaning' in the first place. 

In this context, the Mobiliser Team, the CVO, and the MKCF Board could consider offering an opportunity for some of the more 'Mobiliser-experienced' local residents from across all CM areas to meet one another and discuss issues such as finances, responsibility, planning, and mutual support.   Had some other mobilised parents, from another area perhaps, questioned D's and L's talk about 'they', and had there been a discussion among service users themselves about responsibility and control, D and L might have 'heard'  better the ambiguity in their own statements.

Having said that, I believe it crucial that the Mobilisers continue to be involved in such cross-area meetings.  Our data, namely, seem to suggest that the Mobilisers occupy a unique position which enables them to challenge the kind of 'group exclusivity' or 'cliquishness' which might develop among the already-mobilised.  (See below, 'When good practices collide').

Do the aspects valued by service users echo the aims of the Children's Fund and Community Mobiliser Service?

What the Mobiliser Service achieves  -  development of skills and improvement of future employment opportunities, nurturing of good family relationships, self-respect and tolerance, community building, local initiative and participation, and empowerment towards greater community and individual self-sufficiency  -  are all stated key aims of Government inclusion and prevention policies.  There is no doubt that the work the Mobilisers do is both effective and highly valued by people on the ground. 

The interesting question to ask is: how do the Mobilisers do it?

As described earlier by Mobilisers themselves (Lærke 2006), the CM role is unique in that it both requires and allows for great flexibility, that it is broadly focused and non-specialist, and that its key functions are mediation and direct reliance on, and explicit expectations of, local participation and initiative.  In these ways, the Mobiliser Service is clearly distinct from other children's, family, or community services.  Although not expressed in those terms, local residents readily identify the difference between the Mobiliser Service and all other services they have been in contact with. 

The Mobiliser's not hung up on age limits, the way Sure Start are. (Mother of three)

I know there are a lot of agencies working round here, but they aren't doing anything.  I don't know where they are – in their offices, probably.  [...] this is supposed to be a 'deprived area' and all that, so there are lots of them [agencies].  But the Mobiliser is completely different.  With her it's not about people having a lot of problems... it's about doing stuff in your community.  Like the Urban Art Project... we're painting the tunnel, you know?  The residents came together and decided that the tunnel is really dark and unpleasant... you don't feel safe there... so we decided to do something about it.  As a community.  That's what the Mobiliser does.  (16 year old woman)

About how the Mobiliser is different from, for instance, teaching assistants:

He works with everyone... he's there for children 5-16 and their families... teaching assistants are not like that... they don't work with families.  (Parent, data collected by K. Simmons)

Some of the other services – like Sure Start – they are good, they are very good and do a lot of good work, but they are too focused on the nought to five year olds.   Our Mobiliser is different.  I've never heard him ask about someone's age.  (Employee of local Family Centre)

The CM role requires a unique cluster of skills:

· ability to work in relative isolation from colleagues.  Mobilisers are solo workers.

· well developed interpersonal skills

· organisational skills

· being visibly present

· engagement with and understanding of individuals' unique circumstances, yet ability to keep a distance to avoid too heavy-handed intervention

· flexibility

A few examples will illustrate:

In the two hours I spent with her and her family, she used the CM in the following ways

a) 
To discuss/reflect on an incident in a play activity she'd paid to go to in MK. Another mother had come up to her and started 'having a go' at her about her elder daughter's behaviour.  'Your daughter hit my daughter. What are you going to do about it?'. She had stayed calm – unusually for her.  She told the CM how she had handled it.  He listened attentively and was very positive about the way she'd behaved. The other mother had been aggressive. But she'd stayed calm and tried not to react angrily. The other mother had expected her to discipline her child – she didn't. She felt it was simply a childish incident and that the other mother had got it out of proportion. CM was very empathetic: 'You have to be strong, don't you?  It's very difficult, isn't it?', he said.

b) 
Career discussion.  K [the mother] wants to start looking for a job.  She'd worked, she said, as a cleaner in the playgroup. Otherwise, she'd been 'in retail'. She didn't want to do that again – wanted something more interesting. Computers? (She doesn't have access to a computer). Nursing? We discussed different ways of training to be a nurse, part-time courses, which might be suitable for single parents. The CM volunteered information that he had started to train as a nurse, and he told her about that. He explained why it had not suited him at the time. K was very interested in this and said to the CM, 'You'd have made a great nurse'.

Then K discussed the possibility of being a Learning Support Assistant. The CM told her how LSAs are recruited at the school where he is based and where K's children attend. She discussed with the CM possibilities of part time study and her need for the social contact that a job gives.

In the course of the conversation, useful information was given by the CM (e.g. free access to web through public library and how to contact nursing recruitment officer at Central Hopsital). The CM pointed out that financial support may be available to assist with childcare while she is studying. He didn't offer to do any of these things for her. He simply pointed out that they exist and where and how she could access them.

c) 
Discussion of relationship with ex-partner (father of her children). She bought cards from the children for his birthday, but he had not done the same for her. She was disappointed.  There was discussion of how she should handle this.

d) 
Financial advice. K was very pleased that the CM activities are free. There was discussion with the CM about access to and cost of cinema in MK. The CM advised on which sessions are cheaper.  The CM had also earlier had a conversation with K about her housing problems and had offered general advice on how to deal with the council housing department. The CM had encouraged her to be pro-active in sorting it out.

e)
 General friendly conversation. K talked about going to karaoke to celebrate her birthday. There was much laughter. The CM in 'friend' role. The CM made tea and offered biscuits. K decided to stay longer and take part in the next activity. The CM remained neutral. He left her to decide for herself what she wanted to do and when she wanted to go.

 






(Fieldnotes, K.Simmons)

Mother 1: 'he's brilliant with the kids... he's accessible'

Mother 2: 'he's so relaxed with them'

Mother 3: 'which is quite unusual, really, because... because he hasn't got any children himself, and you woulnd't think he would be so good with kids. But he is. He's brilliant'.  (Notes from focus group)

The Mobiliser was talking to someone, so I waited in the office. Afterwards, he told me about this mother he had just seen.  She has three little kids and her husband died earlier this year in a car crash.  Can't get much tougher than that. The Mobiliser said, 'there you see, Anna, that's exactly it: I have to be so many different things. I had to be a bereavement counsellor just now, and I'm not  -  but I just talked to her and we discussed things she could do with the kids this Summer.  She's really worried about this long Summer. Six weeks with no school. Last year, they went on holiday .. the whole family. And now she doesn't know what to do with herself and the kids'. The Mobiliser explained to me that he has arranged for the mother to come again later and have a meetibng with him and the manager of the Family Centre.  He will also find contacts for her if she and the children want to see a bereavement counsellor.  (Fieldnotes)

Benefits to the wider community

The Mobilisers work with and engage a wide range of groups and individuals in the local communities.  In outlook as well as in practice, they recognize the importance of local involvement and initiative across the entire spectrum of ages, needs, and abilities.  It is commonly agreed – in principle – that for preventative child and family support to be sustainable, services should aim to involve the whole community.  However, in practice, this is less commonly achieved.  It is popular to argue that 'it takes a village to raise a child', but few agencies manage to reach across existing boundaries (often established by these agencies' own practices) in the way the MK Mobilisers do.

Mobilisers, in their practice, reach across:

· boundaries of age; 

· boundaries between adults and children; 

· boundaries between 'individual', 'family' and 'community'; and

· boundaries between 'issues' or 'problems' 

The point I make here is not that specialist and more tightly bounded interventions do not serve an essential function.  It is that for such specialist and/or more interventionist services to work optimally, a service like the CM Service is crucial.  It is crucial because it can identify specific problems early, it can establish a bridge between families and specialist agencies, and it appears to have a de-stigmatising effect which enables families to access services and services to access families.

Other agencies recognize this. A centrally placed Manager of a local Family Centre (I will call him M) described the de-stigmatizing and enabling effect of the Mobiliser in the area.  Note that it was the Manager - not I -  who used the term 'de-stigmatizing':

About the Mobiliser, M said:

'He has been an enormous added value for us'.

'It's his personal style... he can talk to anyone'.

'He is emotionally so capable.. he makes people care about things'.

'I went on a trip with the Mobiliser and some of the residents. There was this boy, about age ten, who came with his grandma. On the coach, I heard him say, 'Nan, I can trust you, can't I?... you'd tell me the truth, wouldn't you?'. And she said, 'of course'. Then the boy asked, 'who is my dad?'... M paused for a  long while, looking down and shaking his head.... 'and the gran just blanked him', he continued.  'It's people like that we are dealing with, people with so many tough experiences... so much hurt... and the Mobiliser deals with this in a completely natural way'.

M sees it as a great advantage that the Mobiliser reaches people and families that the Family Centre on its own would find it difficult to reach.  One example is the fathers, said M.  The Mobiliser gets them involved in football and other sports activities with children in the area. Another example is families who find the Family Centre too stigmatizing and too intimidating altogether, people who do not see the Family Centre as a place everyone in the community can use.  I asked M if he could explain. 'Yes', said M, 'there are families who come here now who wouldn't have before [this Mobiliser arrived]. There are mums who wouldn't have said boo to a goose a year ago who are now engaged in drop-ins and the young parents group.  You know, he has de-stigmatized the Family Centre. There are people who feel that going into this building means you are 'a problem family'.  And the Mobiliser takes that stigma away'.  'So, have you seen a change since the Mobiliser came along?', I asked. 'Yes, definitely', said M, 'more families come in... we've just had a few new families arriving who have lived here for years, but we've never seen them before.  They came through the Mobiliser. They came because of the Mobiliser'.

So it seems to me that it is not just what the Mobiliser does in isolation.  It is also, as M put it, about 'added value', about the value added to work done by other agencies in the area. I guess you could say that the Mobiliser acts as a mediator and a catalyst for work done by more established services. (Fieldnotes)

At a focus group discussion with parents in that area, a mother put it differently and forcefully:

I hate that 'deprived area' tag. What's 'deprived' about us? This is a good place to live, and we have our Mobiliser.  (Mother of one)

I spoke to the Headteacher of an infant school in one of the CM areas.  She said she is impressed with the work the local Mobiliser does and with the Mobiliser idea generally.  In her own way, she also talked about 'de-stigmatization':

The Mobiliser is the bridge between agencies working with individual families and the community as a larger entity. She bridges a gap between being excluded because of special individual problems, dealt with by a specialist agency, and being included as a member of the community. It's not that the agencies or the council won't communicate  -  it's that they don't know how to listen. The Mobiliser knows how to listen. Some of the families in this school are in desperate situations, and they need to go and do something with their time, with themselves. I can refer such families to the Mobiliser, if she doesn't already know them. The Mobiliser works in the community and is independent of established agencies and local authorities, and parents and children therefore trust her. She does a lot of the signposting that I would otherwise do. She makes my job a lot easier. [However] Everything is outcome-driven, and agencies worry that if they do not meet targets, they will lose funding.  It's a stalemate – agencies and funding bodies stick to what will provide measurable outcomes quickly, and are reluctant to try something new unless there is clear evidence that it works.  I hope you can produce some of that evidence in your evaluation. (Local infant school Headteacher) 

Thus, the Mobilisers are uniquely well placed and experienced to act as facilitators and instigators of inter-agency collaboration.  However, such inter-agency work can be challenging. One employee who has embraced the local Mobiliser and the Mobiliser role as 'an asset to the community' explained to me that not all agencies and agency workers do so.  As he put it, 'it's about changing a culture... it's about challenging the soup kitchen culture'.  When asked what he meant by 'soup kitchen culture', he explained:

Soup kitchen culture is when you just lay everything out for people.  When you serve them services. The Mobiliser doesn't do that. He makes people take responsibility. But that's hard work. There is so much that drags you the other way. The  soup kitchen culture is almost endemic. (Employee of other support agency)

This – the complexity of the practical relations between Mobilisers, communities, and other agencies – is further illustrated by the different roles that Mobilisers have come to play vis-á-vis Town/Parish councils in the areas they work in.

Mobilisation, empowerment, and existing local political structures

Our data suggest great variation, among Town/Parish councils, in the levels of support given to the Mobiliser Service.

In the following, I concentrate on two local councils, one which is very positive and supportive of the Mobiliser Service, and one that is not.  The two opposing views represented in the interviews below illustrate, in their own way, both the constructive impact of, and some potential problems with, the Mobiliser Service generally.

I must emphasize here that the conflicting views of the local politicians are likely to be reflecting underlying problems with local democratic processes, rather than any real problems that I have been able to detect with the Mobilisers concerned.  The Mobilisers in question are all very experienced, highly competent, and much liked by local residents.

Notes from interview with local Town/Parish Councillor, P, and local parent, E, in Area A:

Both were rather unhappy with the present Mobiliser. P explained that the P/T Council has recently rejected an application for funding of the Mobiliser in Area A. The vote came up unanimously against it, with one abstention, which, P explained, was her own as she felt she had to declare an interest due to other work she is doing with the current Mobiliser. P explained that the descision was based on the consideration that the Mobiliser Service covers 'only a few streets in the area, and our Council covers a much larger area'.  Further, the age limits stipulated by the Children's Fund, explained P, meant that only a 'small percentage of the general population would benefit'.  'The Council', she said, 'did not believe that eighteen grand a year could be justified on that basis'.

P and E both spoke about previous Mobilisers in Area A who – in their experiences – had been more successful than the present Mobiliser. 

'A fantastic chap... I worked a lot with him', said P.

 'And the last one', said E, 'she was always there in the school. Every single day... you go to the infant school now, and you will never see the Mobiliser around... she's never done it'.

Anna: 'what do you mean? I have been at the school many times, and the Mobiliser is always there'.  

P: 'A lot of people tell us that they just don't know anything about what the Mobiliser does'.

E: 'people don't hear about it. For instance, the other day, at the mums and todds, I heard the Mobiliser say to [a local parent] 'are you coming, then, to the dodgeball this afternoon?'... and I was right next to them, and the Mobiliser didn't even look at me. She didn't even invite me'.

P: 'people feel it's too much of a closed shop... I don't have any axes to grind... I don't have any children... to me it doesn't matter, really. But I don't like it when some people get activities and others don't.  You know, it's hurtful. Parents look at what other parents' kids are being offered and ask, 'why can't my kids have that?'.

P explained that 'it's a small nucleus of people round the Mobiliser, and they do everything with her, and the majority of parents don't even know what's happening.  There's one mum, who often comes to things in the Community Hall, and she was upset the other week, because she had heard that... I don't know who arranged it, but it was all those people from the drop-in... they had been on a farm trip, and she didn't know about it. She has three kids and not a lot to do with them, and she would have liked to go, but no one told her about it.'

P and E told me that the Mobiliser has refused or neglected to work with the rest of the community, and has not liaised with other projects and clubs and activities in the area.  P said she had asked the Mobiliser about Summer activities, so that all clubs and groups in the area could co-ordinate and share activities.  The Mobiliser, claimed P, 'wasn't interested... when I asked her she just said she hadn't made her plans yet, and so she couldn't put them in our Activity Planner'.

P talked about the 'trap of cliquishness' and suggested that the Mobilisers might need more training, 'I don't know what kind of training they get, actually... but presumably, the Community Mobilisers know what they're doing'.  (Notes from interview with Parish/Town councillor and local mother of three)

The following is a transcript of an interview with R, a Councillor from a Parish/Town Council that supports the Mobiliser Service:

Anna:  I understand that P/T Council supports the two Mobilisers in your area.  Could you tell me how and why?

R:  Yes, the Council is funding the Mobilisers, partly.  There is a structure in place that will gradually have the P/T Council take over more and more of the funding, as the Children's Fund winds down.  The Mobiliser Service is factored into our future budget.  The two Mobilisers have been so much more successful in involving the community than other initiatives the council has supported in the past, like community police officers.  

Some parish or town councils pride themselves of not having raised their precept for years and years.  But here, we do increase the precept, because we want to be actively involved in services and initiatives in the communities.  Like the Mobilisers.

It has never been a difficult decision for the council to fund the Mobilisers.  The service has a good track record.  The Mobilisers have both put themselves about a lot, and they have a great deal of respect in the communities.  In Area B, the local community has had some self-esteem issues – if you can talk of a community having self-esteem.  People weren't active in their community.  And the Mobiliser has been absolutely instrumental in changing that.  He has installed a sense of community in Area B.

The Mobiliser in Area C has been with us for longer.  And people know him and like him.  There is a lot of respect for him.  He works so hard.  He also works outside of his remit – he really involves everyone.

Anna:  Before the current Mobiliser took over in Area B, there were other Mobilisers in that area.  Do you remember the previous one, and do you have any sense of whether or not she did it differently?

R:  Yes, I remember her.  She was alright, but it wasn't like the present Mobiliser.  She was an attractive woman and everyone's friend, but she only got a few things going.  She did a great job, though, but it wasn't like the present Mobiliser at all.  The present Mobiliser is a stand-up guy.  I speak to a lot of people on the Area B estate that have a lot of respect for him and what he does for the community.  The local schools have a lot of faith in him.  It is about finding the right kind of people for the areas. He is right for Area B.  In the same way that the Area C Mobiliser is right for that area.  In Area C, there are small pockets of deprivation, but generally, people are alright.  In Area B, it is more widespread.  People can relate to the Area B Mobiliser, and he has worked to earn that respect.  You get a feeling that people don't mind living there anymore.

Anna: You were saying that Area B, as a community, has had problems in the past – with self-esteem.  And that the Mobiliser has turned this round.  Could you put your finger on what it is the Mobiliser is doing that has been so successful?

R:  As I said, Area B is developing a sense of community, which they didn't have before.  The Mobiliser is getting families out of their houses to engage with one another.  I think all people with kids have something in common: they have kids, and that's what people in Area B have realized.  All the Summer activities have given families stuff to do.  And The Mobiliser has done a lot for the 5-13 year olds.  There has been a gap in provision for this age group, and the Mobiliser has basically filled this gap nicely.  It gives the council confidence that kids in Area B have something to do.  And it's cost-effective, it's a sensible use of money.  The Mobiliser Service isn't taking any profit.

And you invest in the kids when they're young, and then hopefully, when they get older, it will have made a difference.  Early socialization, really.  It's giving kids a chance.

I wish there was something similar for the older kids – I don't know if the Connexions Service has anything like the Mobiliser Service, but our Council would definitely support it if the CVO had a Mobiliser for the over-13s.

Anna:  What do you think of the Mobiliser Service more generally?

R:  I think the Mobiliser Service works for a lot of other agencies – makes their work easier.  And I have a lot of respect for the MKCF Manager.  The Mobiliser idea was a brave idea, because the Mobilisers are given quite a level of freedom to spend the money the way they think it's best.  It's brave to give services that kind of freedom.  And it has been very successful.  Just look at what the Mobilisers do: the things they do just tick so many boxes – about targets and so on.

We've tried with youth workers and community policing, as I said, but it hasn't really worked.  This works, and it is the initiative, together with the right people, that have made this work so well.  It rests on people like the CM Team Manager, the Mobilisers... I could see it falling apart quite quickly if they weren't there.

Anna:  The idea, really, is that the local communities should be able to take over and run the activities themselves – as volunteers – after 2008.  Do you think that could happen?

R:  I could see local people taking over – people from within the communities.  But, on the other hand, you have to be a certain type of person to do this.  And I don't think you could do it very well within your own community.  It's a certain kind of person who can do what the Mobilisers do.  You know, it isn't something you can learn, I think.  It isn't a certain type of skill.

Anna: is there anything else you'd like to add?

R:  I'd like to say it again that we could do with Mobilisers for the older kids as well.

(Interview transcript, local Town/Parish Councillor)

It is noticeable – although probably not unusal - how little local residents seem to know about Town/Parish council politics and local democratic processes.  Below is just one example from an informal conversation between two mothers and myself:

Anna: 'How did X become Parish Councillor?'

Mother 1: 'Don't know, really'

Anna: 'Must have been elected at some point?'

Mother 1: 'Yes, I guess so. But I don't pay that much attention to the Parish Council, to be honest...'

Mother 2: 'Guess that's why the Parish Councillor has been there forever'










(Fieldnotes)

However, these mothers may not have been particularly well informed about local political processes, but they were clearly well informed about the workings of power:

Mother 1: 'I don't understand it... why can't people just get on?... Don't we want the same thing in the end?... All these petty controversies  -  it's ridiculous'

Mother 2: 'Sometimes it just looks like obstruction... '

Mother 1: 'It's power... it's about control. Keeping people in the dark'

Anna: 'It makes you feel stupid, doesn't it?  When you don't know....'


  Mother 1: 'Yes, it's about control... I was married to someone like that'

Anna: 'So was I'

(Fieldnotes)

If the CVO has not already done so, I suggest the CVO and the MKCF Board consider providing Mobilisers with formal training and information on local political processes.  This would also make space for discussing the kinds of conflicts Mobilisers are likely to encounter when working so explicitly (and successfully) towards empowerment of local residents.

When good practices collide: supporting 'the whole person' and ensuring inclusion

From the discussion above, two interrelated questions emerge:

1. How should the Cm Service balance individual case work with a broader preventative reach?; or

2. How does the CM Service support existing users whilst also ensuring wider inclusion?

With its foundation in the Milton Keynes Children's Fund 'targeted universalism' (see Lærke 2006: 8), the Mobiliser Service is meant to reach widely and be preventative and non-interventionist.  As mentioned above, a key role of the Mobiliser is sign-posting and mediation.  However, given the non-specialist outlook of the service and the wide range of problems and issues that users present, the Mobilisers must seek to understand each individual or family in a holistic  perspective. 

You could say that the Mobiliser has to be qualitatively inclusive, by which I mean taking into account as many aspects as possible of a person's and family's life, in order to understand the wider social contexts in and from which problems arose.  Focusing narrowly on a particular problem (say, a mother's tendency to depression) might solve that one particular problem, but would divert attention, and a search for solutions, away from other related problems (e.g. low school attendance of that mother's children; the difficulties the mother might have in accessing support services; or poor nutrition at home  -  all problems that may result from a primary carer suffering poor mental health).

On the other hand, it is also within the Mobilisers' remit not only to be available to as many potential service users as possible, but also to pro-actively and continuously reach beyond the present users to identify and include other, less vocal, individuals or groups who may be at risk of social exclusion.  (Mobilisers have to be pro-active, simply because in order to work preventatively, one must work pro-actively.  You cannot really separate the two).  You could say that the Mobiliser has to be quantitatively inclusive, by which I mean seeking to include as many people as possible. 

Needless to say, having to be both qualitatively and quantitatively inclusive is a tall order for anyone, and especially so for professionals like the Mobilisers who often find themselves working in relative isolation from their colleagues (Lærke 2006).  The work load is huge, and the emotional involvement potentially intense.  The conflicting demands on the Mobilisers may create problems akin to those we saw earlier emerging from the tension between being a 'professional' and being a 'neighbour/friend' (Lærke 2006:38).  They are demands which are clearly and precisely encapsulated in the common remark, by local residents, that the Mobiliser in their area is 'their Mobiliser':  the Mobiliser is a professional, but s/he is also taken possession of, the way one may take possession of a friend.

An issue that has arisen a few times for the Mobiliser Service illustrates the depth of commitment that can be involved on all sides:

It has happened, over the past year or so, that Mobilisers have been offered jobs elsewhere.  This is not surprising, as the more experienced Mobilisers have a unique set of skills that must be much in demand.  These jobs have all been more senior, better paid, and more secure than the job as Mobiliser.  It would therefore seem obvious that the individuals in question should accept the job offers.  However, at least two Mobilisers have found that very difficult, and, after much deliberation, turned down the job offers.  They felt they could not 'leave behind' families, children, and young people that they had worked with so closely and with such success.  

After one of these Mobilisers had finally taken courage to tell the local residents that she might be leaving, I spoke to some of them.  They told me they had advised the Mobiliser to think about what was 'best for her'.  At that moment, it seemed to me, they were supporting her, while it would most often be the other way round. One mother, though, confided in me that she had 'been laying awake all night last night... thinking about it... what if she leaves?  It's like losing a friend... but she would always come back and visit, wouldn't she?'.

The particular Mobilisers referred to above are very experienced and seem to me to have a remarkable capacity for both compassion and self-protection.  A Mobiliser of less personal integrity, strength, and experience might well have suffered 'burn out' in the face of such an emotionally demanding workload (for literature on burn-out, see Garland 2004; Gibson, McGrath & Reid 1998; Schauben & Frazier 1995; Wasik 1993 and Wilson & Tilse 2006).

If service providers can suffer burn-out, maybe service users can too.  A problem seems to have emerged  -  possibly as a consequence of too narrow a focus on existing service users.  It is widely described – by Mobilisers and other service providers (but, unsurprisingly, not by service users) - as a problem of 'cliquishness', or a 'closed shop' attitude which effectively excludes newcomers – to the service or the area.  It is clear  -  from previously as well as more recently collected data  -  that Mobilisers themselves are very aware of this potential problem (see comments on 'reaching beyond the comfort zone', Lærke 2006:26). 

In one area, one of the regular Mobiliser-supported activities has run into some problems. A parent and toddler group running for three days a week was beginning to prove 'exclusive' in that newcomers found it intimidating.  A 'core group' of well established parents, who had known the Mobiliser for a long time, seemed to have taken possession in such a way that others stayed away.  The Mobiliser, together with a few employees of another agency in the area, decided after a seried of meetings with all involved, to close down the group and encourage and finance the 'core' parents to establish and run their own group at a different venue.  The intervention, explained the Mobiliser, was necessary to 'get in new blood'.  One of the most involved parents on the estate and in this group conceded that maybe they had become 'a bit too comfortable'.

After some initial opposition, forcing the existing drop-in to re-locate seems to have worked, in that it has not meant abandoning a group of service users who may be 'comfortable', but who are also, in many respects, vulnerable and in need of continuous support.  The established group now runs its own drop-in with minimal day-to-day involvement of the Mobiliser.

As discussed above, a Councillor for a Parish/Town Council that has voted against supporting the Mobiliser Service likewise commented on the exclusivity of a group of local residents working closely with the Mobiliser.  However, the problem was here perceived to have been created by the Mobiliser Service.

Thus, in one area, other agencies have worked closely with the Mobiliser to challenge potential exclusivity, whilst in the other, the reaction has been to simply blame the Mobiliser.  Blaming the Mobiliser is, of course, not very constructive.  And it misses the point of the wider contexts of relative vulnerability, long-term sustainability, and the importance of trust.

It seems to me that, rather than blaming the Mobiliser Service for engendering exclusion, we should look to the Mobiliser Service for successful strategies for preventing and remedying problems of exclusion.  Let me explain why:

The following discussion took place between parents and the Mobiliser in their area:

Parent 1: 'You see kids walking around the estate... doing nothing, really.  They could be doing arts and crafts or football or food fun or what have you.  It's a shame'

Parent 2: 'Yes, there are children who are not taking it [the Mobiliser Service] up'

Anna: 'Why do you think that is?'

Parent 1: 'Oh, because they can't be bothered'

Parent 3: 'It's not the kids, though... it's the parents.  If they didn't have to stay with their kids, they'd send them'

Parent 4: 'But it isn't a child minding service'

Parent 1: 'They'd rather stay at hoime on the sofa'

One young mother did raise a solitary voice:

Parent 5: 'Some parents work, though... I've got a friend.. she can't do it because she's at work'

But she was immediately told otherwise:

Parent 1: 'Yes, but then they've got a childminder'

Parent 4: 'Yes, the childminder could go then'

People nodding around me, I tried:

Anna: 'Do anyone else here know families who don't use the service?  And why they don't?'

Parent 1: 'She's bone idle, she is'

Parent 2: 'Yes, that's all there is to it'

Parent 1: 'Can't see how you could not know [about CM activities]'

Parent 4: 'Yes, how can anyone not know?'

Here, the Mobiliser finally got more actively involved.  He pointed out that you cannot take it for granted that 'everyone can read... or read English ... very well'.  

Mobiliser: 'And it is our policy not to start translating into other languages'.

Here, a discussion began which had clearly been had before. The mothers started talking about the trips organised for the Summer holiday.  About this year's trips and other previous trips.  There was widespread concern with 'families you never see all year round, and then they turn up with the enitre extended family of twelve and expect to go on the trip tpo the seaside'.  

Parent 3: 'So, you're saying they don't understand English, but then how come they all manage to turn up when there's a trip?'

Parent 1: 'You're saying they can't read English?  Are we supposed to write in Urdu, Farsi, Arabic, and Hindi as well?'

The Mobiliser very gently – but very firmly – made the point that this was bordering on racism.

The parents then discussed whether or not they should have a rule that you cannot go on trips if you have not contributed in any way to the running of activities and the Local Action Group.

[...]

Later, talking to the Mobiliser, I asked him about this discussion... He said it is a difficult balance to find and maintain.  That he sees it as his own role also to 'upset the applecart', to encourage discussion and critical reflection on prejudices and deeply embedded ideas about 'others'.










(Fieldnotes)  

There has  also been discussions, similar to the one described above, about whether or not to turn away children who arrive unaccompanied by adults.  The Mobilisers I have talked to about this all acknowledge the problem, but they also all insist that they would never turn away a child.

To me, such situations suggest that if the initiatives, groups, and activities currently supervised by Mobilisers were to be taken over by local volunteers, such exclusive attitudes and practices would most likely come to dominate.  In other words, if community mobilisation were to be de-professionalized, and left solely to local volunteers, the risk of exclusion would increase considerably.   

Thus, in my view, the perceived 'cliquishness' of groups establishing themselves in the CF/CM areas in fact provides a convincing argument for keeping, maintaining, and, if possible, expanding the Mobiliser Service.

It should be obvious, however, that if the Mobiliser Service were to continue playing a key role in preventing social exclusion, Mobilisers would need very clear and unambiguous good practice guidelines.  And, I suggest, they would also need sustained and continuous supervision against such guidelines, in order to avoid too much recourse to the 'comfort zone' of existing and well run groups and activities. 

In this context, the Mobiliser aim of 'working oneself out of a job' can be misleading.  It might need explanation  -  if not re-formulation  -  to clarify to what extent 'leaving the job' means 'letting go of all involvement' and to what extent it simply means 'moving on' to new groups of potential users, whilst also maintaining supportive links with established groups.  Many of the existing users interviewed explained to me that they felt able to continue the day-to-day running of groups and activities – if not already, then soon – but that in order to do so, they would need a Mobiliser to 'be there in the background', not as a daily presence, but as a 'safety valve' and adviser in case problems emerged.

Ways forward

(i)
I believe it is essential that the CF Board and the CVO discuss and come to a crystal clear shared understanding of what lies behind the temporary status of the CM role as it exists at present:

· is the fundamental idea of mobilisation that it should enable communities to be entirely self-sufficient?  (And hence, eventually render the Mobiliser obsolete); or

· is the aim to continuously mobilize, maintain, expand, and nurture community cohesion and mutual support, working towards greater autonomy and self-sufficiency whilst recognizing the continued need for professional advisory input?; or

· is the temporariness due simply to the fact that the existing funding runs out in Spring 2006?

(ii)
If such entitlements are not already in place, the CVO and the MKCF should consider making regular one-to-one supervision and support an entitlement for all Mobilisers, and regular mentoring an entitlement for the Team Manager.

(iii)
It might also be helpful – not least for those who deliver the service on the ground – if the CVO and the MKCF considered amending the existing Mobiliser job spec to clarify – in those terms – how much effort a Mobiliser is expected to devote to the continuous holistic care and support of individuals and families already using the service, and how much effort a Mobiliser should devote to reaching and including new users of the service.

(iv)
It might strengthen the mobilisation impact, and the local networks that it creates and supports, to set up workshops or discussion groups across the CM areas, for users to learn from one another's experiences.  Also, a 'Newsletter for Mobilised Communities' might serve similar purposes.

(v)
Finally, I suggest that the CF Board and the CVO consider clarifying the key aim of 'working oneself out of a job'.

Interim conclusions

As a pilot project, the Mobiliser Service is both successful and innovative.  Thus far, the evidence suggests that the success of the service lies primarily in:

· a flexibility -  in the job spec, in the team management, and in the practice of the Mobilisers – which affords each Mobiliser freedom to adjust provision and approach to changing local needs and wishes;

· the high level of competence, experience, and openness to new ideas among Mobilisers and their Manager (and, by inference, an effective recruitment procedure);

· a genuine commitment to national and local 'participation' and 'empowerment' agendas. This commitment results in sometimes unorthodox practices which can prove challenging to existing local political authority;

· an ability and willingness to mediate between and join forces with other service providers and – where opportunities exist – to work closely with Parish/Town councils.

Among potential or actual problems discussed, I suggest the following call for closer attention:

· an apparent lack of training and knowledge, among Mobilisers, about the workings of local political processes.  This is important, especially for a service which aims explicitly to empower local residents;

· the potential for established existing groups and activities to become exclusive;

· lack of clarity about the ideas and purposes underlying the temporary nature of the service; and, as a result of this

· a lack of job security and of career development opportunities built into the Mobiliser job specification.

To those families that use the service, to those local councillors who support the service, and to other agencies that collaborate with the Mobilisers, the obvious solution to many of these problems would be expansion and mainstreaming of the service.  Such a conclusion, however, is hardly surprising, and nor, perhaps, is it of much use to the CF Board which, after all, initiated and commissioned the service in the first place.  Nevertheless, although it is 'preaching to the converted', I believe it is important to make the point – also made in the previous interim report – that insecure funding is probably the biggest threat to the service and to the sustainability of its impact on the communities it serves.

It is also important to point out that were the service to be expanded and/or mainstreamed, it would, in my view, be crucial that the Mobilisers and the team management retain the freedom they now have to be flexible and adjust service delivery according to local needs.  If mainstreaming were to result in streamlining and centrally standardizing the service, its unique openness to change and challenges on the ground, and its adaptability to different local circumstances, would be lost.  In other words, its main strength would be lost.  If the service became too professionalized, it would lose its 'personality' (if a service can have a personality).

Next stage of the evaluation

Over the following 5-6 months, the Evaluation Team will focus on collecting data from and with  children who use the Mobiliser Service.  

A combination of semi-structured focus group discussions with children, visual representation methods, map-making, and children's research training should enable us to collect a rich and varied body of data.

In particular we look forward to exploring ways in which we, together with the Mobiliser Team, can engage children directly in small-scale evaluation projects of their own.

We also hope to find ways of accessing non-service-users.  We are confident that this will be possible by drawing on the contacts already established in the local communities.
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