Does empowerment include real people?

You would be hard pressed to find any document about regeneration that didn’t include the words ‘community empowerment’. No policy, strategy, or  mission statement would dare be without them. But what of ‘personal’ or ‘individual’ empowerment? Can you empower communities without empowering people? For some reason, community empowerment seems to have become holy writ while individual empowerment is curiously overlooked, a ghost in the regeneration machine.

Take ‘Change Up’, the Home Office’s plan for supporting voluntary and community activity to 2014. While admirable in its aims and ambitions, the document is focused almost entirely on building organisations; it has relatively little to say about building the capacity of people, except as a means to the organisational end. There is a widespread assumption that it’s OK to develop people to be good board members or project managers or active citizens or even good neighbours; but that it’s not OK to build the capacity of individuals as an end in itself. We want ‘empowerment’, but we want to keep it under wraps. 

One way that powerful individuals are celebrated in regeneration is through concepts like ‘champion’, community ‘leader’, ‘local hero’, or ‘social entrepreneur’. We seem comfortable with the idea of the remarkable individual who has acquired her or his powers as if by magic, and who uses these powers entirely selflessly. We rarely enquire as to how, concretely, these people learnt their skills and how they might be disseminated much more widely. And we are reluctant to invest in any version of ‘empowerment’ which isn’t channelled into ‘the community’. 

One consequence of this de-personalised view of community empowerment is that, throughout the land, there are numerous ‘community’ structures with very few actual people involved in them. As a recent study by Demos found (Joseph Rowntree Foundation, Nov. 2006) community participation tends to be dominated by a small group of insiders who are disproportionately involved in a large number of governance activities. Not many people want to be empowered, it seems – at least, not in the way the regeneration industry would like.

Intractable problems

As government and institutions have struggled with the most intractable aspects of deprivation and poverty, evidence is mounting about the need to adapt interventions to individuals.

Take worklessness. The Labour government, recognising that previous programmes had been focused too exclusively on the unemployed who were ‘ready-to-work’, have taken initiatives designed to reach those most excluded from the labour market. The New Deal programmes, for various groups of the unemployed, have been regularly adjusted in order to improve their reach. And yet, despite their successes, these programmes are still struggling to make an impact on the more disadvantaged client groups – those with poorer educational qualifications and with poor literacy and numeracy, the long-term unemployed, people with health problems and disabilities, those with alcohol or drug dependency, and people living in the most disadvantaged neighbourhoods.

Of course, the reasons for worklessness are complex and so too must be the solutions. But one thing that has become clear is that strategies won’t reach the most disadvantaged unless they are personalised – ‘client-centred’ approaches, personal advisers, support packages that can be tailored to the needs of individuals, backed up by community-based outreach.

The same conclusions are being reached about tackling most dimensions of disadvantage. In education, a key predictor of a child’s under-achievement is the parents’ experience of education and their attitude to learning. Hence  institutional solutions, and even community solutions, will have limited impact on this inter-generational perpetuation of under-achievement. What’s also needed is change at a family and personal level, something acknowledged by the DfES’s recent initiative ‘Every Parent Matters’.

In adult learning, those who might benefit most from community initiatives are far more likely to participate if opportunities are tailored to individual needs and if peer-group support is nurtured. 

In health, it is recognised that  tackling social inequalities must involve changing ‘unhealthy’ behaviour, and this means adapting services much more to the needs of individuals – for example, by strengthening inter-personal links between health professionals and patients.

In all areas, report after report are coming out with similar conclusions: tackling inequality and disadvantage is complex, but an essential component is to fine-tune interventions to individuals. As Hilary Armstrong put it in a recent speech: ‘The Government rejects the idea that personalisation contradicts opportunity for all. The opposite is the case.’ 

This flexible, personalised approach is often much easier at a ‘community’ level; but it is not the same as community empowerment. 

The blind-spot

Why has so much of our work in neighbourhood and community regeneration been blind to individual empowerment? Many of us working with communities have been happy to support individuals to get them to join a group, sit on a  committee or get involved in a project, but don’t see ‘empowering individuals’ as a valid end in itself.

I think this is partly ideological. There is in our culture a prevalent theory of the individual, described in Adam Curtis’ recent TV documentary ‘The Trap’, that sees human beings as self-interested robots, programmed to maximise their own material advantage, if necessary at the expense of others. The community development movement has tended to see itself as a kind of counter-culture: if individuals are selfish (and bad), contributing to the community is inherently selfless (and good). 

But we do not have to see things in this black and white way. As people feel more confident, competent and contented in themselves, they often feel better able to contribute to their communities. The Harvard Study of Adult Development directed by George Vaillant, which tracked lives over 60 years,  found that ‘personally satisfying altruism’ is a hallmark of the most healthy, happy and accomplished lives.

The other reason for the blind-spot, I’d argue, is that we don’t know enough – and we under-value – the skills involved in empowering individuals. For example, many public sector professionals will happily acknowledge the need to improve the way ‘organisations’ listen to ‘communities’, but there’s a strong reluctance to work on the way ‘I’ listen to ‘you’. We all know how to listen, don’t we? 

Personal empowerment

So what might ‘personal empowerment’ consist of, and does it have a place in community regeneration?

Of course for some people, external and environmental changes are all that is needed to release their pent-up energy and aspiration. Give them an opportunity, offer help with child-care and transport, light the blue taper, stand well back and watch the sparks fly.

But many people with multiple disadvantages are held back by the way they think about themselves as well as by material circumstances. So how can a change of thinking help a person make use of the opportunities offered by regeneration?

The first step is to recognise that you do have some value, that you do have something to offer; that, despite any difficulties in your life, there are some things you can be proud of. It’s a good idea to do this in a supportive group setting, if possible, and preferably an ongoing group, so that this recognition is validated by other people. It helps if you can at the same time do something practical, take some action that will give you evidence of the skills you already have.

The second step is to open up the way you think about the future. Many people whose lives have been severely constrained tend to have pessimistic ideas about their futures. By picturing alternative possibilities for yourself, you start to sense that change may be possible – and you also set in motion an actual process of change. This is because the brain, once it has a strong image of a desired future state, selects experiences to help bring that state about.

The third step is to make some concrete plans. Like the farmer who moved a mountain by shifting a bucket-load of earth a day, it’s OK to start small as long as you start. Your plan might be, for example, to learn a new skill, join a group, involve yourself in a project, or get help to tackle a destructive habit.

These ‘steps’ – valuing yourself, envisaging a better future, making plans – may sound simple on paper, but for many of us they’re not simple at all.  People need help to grasp them, ideally in the context of a supportive group. As people try to put changes into practice, they quickly hit blocks unless they are helped to learn new skills. Some of these skills are about relating to other people – communicating, assertiveness, dealing with conflict. Some are about managing yourself, particularly how you interpret setbacks and difficulties – what Martin Seligman calls ‘explanatory styles’. In my view, every regeneration programme should help people learn these skills, and paid staff should be able to act as role models for them. 

Examples in regeneration

Although the idea of personal empowerment has been treated with suspicion in regeneration, it has not been entirely ignored. Personal development courses, such as the Pacific Institute’s STEPS to Excellence, have been run in a number of regeneration programmes, some for particular target groups such as the long-term unemployed, others for wider audiences throughout the community. Parenting programmes, such as the Race Equality Foundation’s Strengthening Families, Strengthening Communities, similarly have a strong personal empowerment element; while the motivation is to become a better parent, the impact on participants’ lives goes much wider. The NHS’s Expert Patients Programme is another example of an empowerment programme targeted at a community of interest (people with chronic diseases). In all these programmes there is an emphasis on enabling local or lay people to become facilitators, so that learning is cascaded through communities.

Running courses is not the only way. A Youth Arts Project in the Airedale and Warwick estates in Wakefield engaged more than 1500 children and young people over 3 years, and in the process changed some lives profoundly (The Art of Inclusion – Alston 2004 – Joseph Rowntree Foundation). Music for Life, a 5-year project in the Kensington area of Liverpool, has brought musical education from the Royal Liverpool Philharmonic Orchestra to local schools and involved the community in the orchestra’s programme, again giving young people a new belief in what they are capable of.

Projects that focus on empowering individuals are not an alternative to community capacity-building but an enrichment of it. Sadly the kinds of skills that are at the heart of empowerment are sometimes relegated to the patronising title ‘life skills’ – implying that you only need to learn about this stuff if you don’t know how to get up in the morning. I would argue that, on the contrary, empowering oneself and others, as people, involves a high-level set of skills. Unless we take them seriously, and learn more about how to use them in regeneration, many of our ‘community’ projects will remain un-peopled.
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