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

 (Interviewee, Milton Keynes, 2008)

1. Our focus in Report 4

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

a) the sustainability of the CM service 

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

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

 

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

 

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

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

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

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

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

2. What we found

a)  The continuing evolution of the Community Mobiliser service

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

We found examples both of systemic development and of personal development. At system level, the CM service has made significant changes in its way of working, with, for example, the development of systems to recruit and then support CMs. There was recognition throughout the interviews that although there was now a more systematic support system in place, an essential requirement of the service and its workers was to be able to respond to the varying needs of the different communities in Milton Keynes. One size does not fit all. 

b) Different services, different roles?

The impressions of the Extended Schools service that we gathered showed that both providers and users of services saw schools as the physical location of the service. They saw the service as focused on childcare, with an approach similar to that of Sure Start. We found a widespread, though not universal view that Extended Schools ‘put on’ activities ‘for’ people. Although this service was valued, it was not seen as a substitute for what the CMs had to offer. The CM service explicitly aims to remain flexible and adaptive to the changing circumstances on the ground, engaging directly with children and their families.  Whilst ES aim to provide 'wrap-around' care, offering clubs and activities for school-aged children before and after school hours, the CM service requires much more involvement of local residents themselves, not only in providing, but also in instigating, planning and funding community based activities.

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

c) Managing expectations

Given the variability within the service and the different needs of the various areas identified for CM activity, establishing clear local expectations is a challenge for the CM service. The dominant discourse in the CM service is that of developing capacity within local communities and transferring agency and power to residents. This approach is not always appreciated by workers in other services, where control remains firmly with professional employees and where the discourse is much more one of control. 

d) Individual responsibility 

The CMs’ model of working remains highly dependent on individuals and individual commitment and understanding of their role.  This emphasis on individuals creates the need for a clear and explicit set of values and expectations and a common understanding of structures and training opportunities. We found that in the two years since we initially reported on the service, much progress had been made in supporting CMs in their understanding of their role, with one of the major developments being the formulation of the ‘Model of Approach’ (MKCVO, 2007)
Recruitment and training for such a flexible and evolving job remain a challenge. Given the unexpected challenges of the job, training needs are non traditional and sometimes unpredictable. The service is continuing to develop its training and support; it is an iterative process. 

e) Emphasis on equality/democratic processes 

    

As we have pointed out, we continued to find a strong emphasis within the CM service of 'working alongside' rather than ‘providing services’. Finding the best way to support emerging initiatives is a subtle task: much of the work of the CMs was done through modelling of how things might be done differently. At activities promoted by CMs, the seriousness of purpose and the commitment of young participants were striking, as was their sense that they had a role in and responsibility for the activities they attended. They were not simply ‘attending’ the activity. 

But ‘empowerment’ is not a straightforward process of progression. ‘Empowering’ people can also create problems - or, rather, they make existing problems more apparent.  When you make space for people to voice their opinions, needs, experiences, grievances, and concerns, you will necessarily (if you do it properly, that is) also make space for conflict to reach the surface and to be voiced.

f) Working with Local Action Groups

 

The challenges of developing local capacity were evident in discussions about Local Action Groups. Supporting the development of local capacity is the CMs’ key task. However, there was recognition in a number of our interviewees that it was sometimes difficult to get beyond ‘the usual suspects’ – which, in local terms can be perceived as a ‘clique’. In order to avoid 'cosyfication' and stalemate where a small group of 'usual suspects' in effect prevent wider participation, one informant suggested, LAG membership should have a set length of service, with people standing down after a set period, for example, two years.

3. Sustaining change

 

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

Of course, as we have seen in the past three evaluation reports, if ‘cultural change’ is to have any lasting import, it must emerge from and develop into grassroots action that brings about sustainable improvement. Such change is not for any service to 'provide' or 'give' to local communities. It can be encouraged and supported, and communities must be allowed to learn from own trials and errors, one case at a time. Such processes of empowerment as the CMs seek to encourage take time. They take a lot of time. They are gradual, painstaking and dynamic.  There are no ‘quick fixes’.

4. Overview

We found many individual success stories of people whose lives have been changed totally, for the better, by the CM service. The CM service has become part of the landscape in a number of areas of Milton Keynes, where it offers a distinctive and highly valued service. The work of the service has evolved and is evolving.  It is ‘work in progress’ and is likely to remain so given the service’s commitment to responding to community need.
The fundamental ‘ideology’ of the service is now developed and embodied in documentation. It is now possible to ‘hand on’ material about core values and structures. Ways of working with other agencies are developing now and the service now has a feedback questionnaire to gauge level of inter-agency agreement. 

Managing the expectations of other services remains an issue, especially where professionals hold a different model of working. The CM service is doing ‘difficult’ work, as one interviewee said, ‘where angels fear to tread’. This difficulty leads to occasional bruising: workers will need non traditional and flexible support for ongoing development. The strength of the CM service is what one interviewee called its ‘adaptive management’, which has responded to the needs of residents and of the CMs themselves.

5. Some points to consider

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

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

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

4. It could be useful to consider how a 'centralised' and 'centralising' overview of the initiatives, action plans, experiences, and decision making processes of all LAGs across MK might be developed – and whether such a centralised approach would be beneficial.
5. It would be useful to consider ways of improved communication and liaison between different service providers (and users) within as well as across CM areas. In particular, more formal links with local collaborating schools might be further developed, giving them updated information about the changing role of the CM.
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