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What can we do today so that tomorrow we can
do what we are unable to do today?
		
Paulo Freire

We learn when we respect the dignity of
people, that they can not be denied the
elementary right to participate fully in the
solutions to their own problems….To give people 		
help, while denying them a significant part of the 		
action, contributes nothing to the development of
the individual….It is not giving, but taking – taking 		
their dignity…
		
Saul Alinsky
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Foreword - Mind the Gap
There is a gap between the policy rhetoric and the reality of what happens face to face
between practitioners and communities and community members who are on the
receiving end of social programmes and professional practice.
In spite of UN Conventions championing rights based approaches and policies that
promote empowerment there are very few examples of where these can be seen on the
ground.
The pressure on public, charitable and private authorities seems to pull towards practice
which puts professionals in the driving seat. The disconnect between stated aspirations
and practices which process people through programmes, devised and delivered by
‘experts’ is startling.
This ‘superman’ approach to practice, where professionals are only seen as being
effective if they are in control – doing to, for and on behalf of their service users or
clients, is both ineffective and counter productive.
This accountancy approach may satisfy the ‘bean counting’ pressures from funding
bodies but it flies in the face of evidence of what achieves the best outcomes for people.
What we know is that people value practice that starts with and respects their views of
their issues and concerns. The best outcomes and value for money are achieved when
the community members are facilitated and enabled to find solutions for themselves.
Empowerment is achieved through people overcoming difficulties and challenges
for themselves. Professional practice reaches its high points where it enables this to
happen, where it acts as the catalyst for learning, development and change.
Co-creating change requires a transparency in the power relationships between
practitioners and communities. It needs humility and inquisitiveness on behalf of
practitioners. It challenges us to confront our own privilege and ignorance. It demands
we recognize the need for mutuality and reciprocity in relationships and the recognition
that we have as much (and often more) to learn from communities and community
members as we have to offer them.
Our responsibility as practitioners is to be optimistic and use our skills to best effect
for the people and communities we are paid or volunteer to work with. Social Action
provides a set of principles and a methodology to bridge that gap between fine words
and policies and what actually happens on the ground.

Social Action–co-creating social change

7

This companion for practitioners focuses on the principles and process. It describes
the role of the facilitator and gives tried and tested exercises which facilitate people
to empower themselves. It also gives a range of case study examples of Social Action
practice. The ideas that inspired the development of Social Action are in a separate
publication available at: www.socialaction.info
The hope is that this companion will inspire a new generation of Social Action
practitioners to make the connection and bridge the gap.
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Chapter 1 - Social Action, Principles and Process
Social Action is made up of two essential and inseparable elements – principles and
process. These do not stand alone, but are completely dependent on each other.
Combined they form an effective approach for working with people and a powerful force
for change. They are inseparable in the sense that without the principles the process is
reduced to a set of techniques that are barely indistinguishable from other practices. In
a similar way the process without the principles cannot be a guide to practice.
What follows is an attempt to construct a way of working that is helpful and accountable
to the communities we work in. There is a body of experience that has built up over
thirty five years that informs which order we do things in and what needs to be present
for Social Action to occur. Anybody can do Social Action, you do not need professionals
to be self-organised or directed. However professionals do need Social Action as a guide
to a genuinely liberating and empowering (for ourselves and the people we work with)
way of working.
Social Action is continually developing and changing as a way of working. These changes
take place within a framework of values, principles and processes that evolve over time
and change in detail but are not renegotiable in terms of approach and methodology.
The following principles have evolved over time:
q
		
		
		
		
		
		

Social Action workers are committed to social justice. We strive to
challenge inequality and oppression in relation to race, gender, 		
sexuality, age, religion, class, disability or any other form of social
differentiation.
Social Action is about fighting for fairness, equality and justice and
this needs to be stated clearly. We recognise that injustice, discrimination
and oppression exist and take a stance against it, in all our work.

q
We believe all people have skills, experience and understanding that
		
they can draw on to tackle the problems they face. Social Action
		
workers understand that people are experts in their own lives and we
		
use this as a starting point for our work.
		Our job is to help uncover what is already there, to encourage people to
		
use the insights and knowledge they possess to bring about changes in
		
their own lives.
q
		
		
		

All people have rights, including the right to be heard, the right to
define the issues facing them and the right to take action on their own
behalf. People also have the right to define themselves and not have
negative labels imposed upon them.
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People’s right to be involved in the changes that affect them, to have a voice
and a stake in the society they live in, is fundamental to Social Action work.
The right to ‘name their world’, to define themselves and the world around them
is something we insist on. Too often people have to contend with labels
imposed upon themselves, or the places they live, for the ease of policy-makers
and professionals.
q

Injustice and oppression are complex issues rooted in social policy, the
environment and the economy. Social Action workers understand people may
experience problems as individuals but these difficulties can be translated into
common concerns.
We recognise that there are many different problems in individuals’ lives. They
may feel overwhelmed and daunted by these, they may even feel blamed for
them. Social Action gives people the opportunity to break free from this
negative view, understand their individual problems in a wider, political context
and to do something about organising to overcome them.

q

We understand that people working collectively can be powerful. People who
lack the power and influence to challenge injustice and oppression as
individuals can gain it through working with other people in a similar position.
Oppression is maintained through isolation and division. Our job is to bring
people together so that they can share their experiences and pool their
resources and skills to fight injustice. Finding common cause may give
individuals the will and power to tackle more complex issues than they might
have dared on their own.

q

Social Action workers are not leaders, but facilitators. Our job is to enable
people to make decisions for themselves and take ownership of whatever
outcome ensues. Everybody’s contribution to this process is equally valued
and it is vital that our job is not accorded privilege.
Social Action workers value all skills and knowledge equally, making no
distinction between experience and formal qualifications. Our job is to work
alongside the group, resisting the temptation to become either a group member
or a group leader.

These principles were developed by the Centre for Social Action when it was formed in
1989. An earlier version was cited in Self Directed Groupwork by Audrey Mullender and
Dave Ward (1991). The version above was revised in 2001 in consultation with Social
Action practitioners from around the world.
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The Social Action Process
The Social Action process developed directly from Paulo Freire’s work. It combines two
distinct things in one schema: Firstly, it is a model for guiding the way in which a Social
Action group develops, through posing a series of questions and an order in which they
should be tackled. Secondly it pinpoints the role played by the facilitator.
As already mentioned, the principles and the process of Social Action are inseparable.
The role of the Social Action facilitator is to guide the group through a five-stage process.
This identifies a key issue for the community, examines its causes, initiates a course of
action and reflects on the outcomes. The intention is to ensure the relationship between
community members and service users and the facilitator is equitable. A Social Action
worker is a facilitator, not a provider. In this process service users/community members
are not just consumers, they are active agents for change.
Working alongside community members in this way requires the ability to plan and
prepare well, to be creative, to listen actively, to be patient, to be disciplined and to be
interested in people’s lives. It is also essential to maintain a consistent and realistic level
of optimism and enthusiasm that will fire the group.

The five stages of the Social Action process are as follows:
WHAT
This is all about discovery, finding out what is happening and what matters in people’s lives.
What are their issues, problems and concerns? What makes them angry, frightened, happy,
and frustrated? What occupies their thoughts? The Social Action worker designs ways in
which the community members can express all this, creating as comprehensive a picture
as possible of what is going on in their lives at present, without interpretation and without
at this stage having to worry about what to do with the material. This is what Freire calls
getting people to ‘name their world’. This is often the longest stage of the Social Action
process. Video, role-play, photography, drawing and discussion will all be used during this
exploration of life in the community.

WHY
Once the issues have been agreed it is important to identify the reasons why they exist so
that any solutions devised will attack root causes and not just symptoms. Asking ‘WHY?’
helps people examine their private troubles in the wider context. It provides them
with a deeper understanding of their causes. This is necessary if community members
and service users are to go on to create and own positive social change. This stage of
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the process allows the community members to engage in analysis and to present their
understanding of the problems facing them. It also helps to discover the most effective
point of intervention; the place at which it is possible to make changes that will affect the
final outcomes. This analysis is accepted by the Social Action worker, without interpretation
once again, reinforcing one of our basic beliefs: people are experts in their own lives.

HOW
So what do we do with this understanding? How can the people change things in a
meaningful way themselves?
Here the role of the Social Action worker changes. The responsibility now is to create
safe spaces where the group can test out their ideas for change before putting them into
practice. It is vital that the community members are not set up to fail and that their ideas
undergo a rigorous examination before taking them to the world outside the group. The
decision on which ideas will be taken forward lies in the hands of the group, but the Social
Action worker must question their viability without crushing enthusiasm.

ACTION
The group then put their idea(s) for change into effect. They should by now have a realistic
sense of the possible outcomes, whether it will solve their problem or simply be the first
stage in a longer struggle. Even if the action disappoints, as sometimes happens, the
legacy of the work is that the group members now have an understanding and practical
experience of the tools needed for dealing with problems that they will face in the future.

REFLECTION
The fifth stage is for the Social Action worker to bring the group together and ask: ‘what
happened? Now that we have carried out our action, are the issues, problems and
concerns the same?’ This critical reflection enables the community members to learn
from their experience and to plan future actions for change. The What, Why, How process
begins again…...
Whilst the diagram below shows a circular process in fact the process is a spiral, as a
group never ends up exactly where it has started from, whatever has happened in the
stages of the process things will have changed and so the situation will be different to
what it was before.
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Social Action is different to other ways of working and methods because:
q

The agenda is handed over to community members or service users

q

Facilitators and group members work in partnership

q
		

All people are viewed as having the capacity to create social change
and are given the opportunity to do so

The essential difference of Social Action, which distinguishes it from other approaches,
is that it recasts the role of the professional worker, facilitator, leader and group
members. It intentionally strives to integrate the practice criticisms that have come
from service users and community members. The challenge is to make sense of the
role of the professional and transform it from being part of the problem to being part
of the solution. What has emerged is a way of working that redefines this role, be it
practitioner, manager, trainer or researcher. The worker does not lead but through a
highly skilled process of facilitation enables people to identify issues of concern, make
choices and take action for themselves.
Social Action–co-creating social change
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Chapter Two – Facilitation
The process attempts to redefine the role of the worker/facilitator/professional away
from that of directive leadership or expert. It incorporates notions that the role is
negotiated with group participants. It is not about deskilling or diminishing the role or
importance of the worker or professional, rather it is about redefining the role. To be an
effective Social Action facilitator requires a great deal of skill and discipline. It is more
exacting than many professional roles as you have to combine a wider combination of
skills. You are no longer the unquestionable expert. You are no longer responsible for
organising activities or programmes. It is in fact liberating as you now have a negotiated,
partnership relationship with community members. You are now responsible for the
process, for asking questions, for enabling the group to set and realise its own goals.
In traditional practice the practitioner is seen as the agent of change and community
members/service users are, more or less, passive participants. In Social Action the
facilitator is the catalyst for change and the agents of change are the community
members/service users.
As you will see there is a line down the middle of the following Social Action process
diagram. This is a line not to cross. As a Social Action facilitator you restrict yourself to
being responsible for the process, to asking questions. The issues, analysis, action plans,
action and critical reflection are the responsibility of the group. As a facilitator you have
responsibility to support, work alongside and encourage the group, but not to take over.
Your other responsibility is to know where you are in the process and when to move
on. This is an important skill, to know when one stage has been exhausted and it is time
to move on to the next one. Every Social Action group is different; group (a) may take
three months on one phase whilst group (b) may do three stages in one night. It is the
role of the worker to look after the process of the group, but not to contribute to the
content. The group members provide the content.
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THE ROLE OF THE WORKER IS TO DEVELOP A PROCESS
AND FACILITATE PEOPLE TO:
q
q
		

Identify what their interests, concerns and problems are
Analyse why these exist by exploring the complexity and causes of		
their issue and concerns

q

Identify how to tackle these causes to create change

q

Take action to achieve chosen goals

q

Reflect on the actions and their impact, by starting the process again

Hope and Timmel (1999) write in ‘Training for Transformation’ that the ‘animator provides
a framework for thinking, creative, active participants to consider a common problem
and find solutions. People are actively involved in the social construction of knowledge.’
(p19). Social Action has been much influenced by these manuals in its development and
continues to look for ways to increase the involvement of people in their own learning and
to develop this concept of the ‘social construction of knowledge’ further.
Social Action workers listen to the groups they are working with. They ask questions to
encourage the group to talk about their concerns, interests, dreams, opinions, frustrations
and issues that affect their lives. This initial ‘WHAT’ stage is what Freire describes as
finding the ‘generative theme/s’, the thing or things that excite the group. Once this has
been achieved the group can move on to the ‘WHY’ stage to gain individual and collective
understandings of the causes of the issues that matter to the group. It is only when this
analysis has been explored that the action can be planned to address the causes the
‘HOW stage) and the activities can be carried out.
Social Action facilitators do not divert the group from the issues that really affect them,
just because they are not what you expected or want them to work on.
A good facilitator likes asking questions rather than providing answers, can listen and keep
quiet about their own opinions, is patient, disciplined and organised, understands the
variety of ways in which people learn and believe in the group they are working with and
that they can create change. As a Social Action facilitator it is important to put your own
stuff/agendas/issues to one side.
The most difficult skill of a Social Action facilitator is to know where the group is in the
process and when to move from one stage to the next.
The general skills of a facilitator include enabling, encouraging group members, building
on the group’s positives, working at the group’s pace, helping them stick to task and
stimulating members. Facilitators need to resist the sometimes very real temptation to
cross the line. It is necessary to stay on the left side of the line. This means learning how
to challenge in the group without creating conflict or challenging in confrontational ways.
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The challenge is to learn how to summarise and reflect back to the group what they have
been saying. It is important that all group members feel able to participate at whatever
level they choose. It is the facilitators’ responsibility to create an inclusive atmosphere
and make the Social Action group a ‘barrier free zone’. Facilitators can ask quiet members
their opinions, or ask vocal ones to let others have a chance to speak. The facilitator
needs to help people be clear about what they are saying. It is essential for the facilitator
to ask questions, particularly ‘why’ questions. It is also the role of the facilitator to make
connections between different contributions, or issues. It is important to get beyond the
initial answers and ensure the group thinks seriously about the issues they are discussing.

The Question Never to Ask
This is about what not to ask. Never ask, ‘What do you want?’. This is an unhelpful
question for a number of reasons:
1.
		
		

It sets the wrong tone in the group as it suggests you can provide
what they want - creating false expectations and a dependency
relationship

2.
		
		

It is a question that reveals nothing about the world of the
participants. It can only be answered by asking for something - a
club, job, playground etc

3.
		

Having asked it you cannot then get back into the Social
Action process easily

Other unhelpful non Social Action questions are:
q

What do you need?

q

What can I do for you?

q

What did you do that for?

For good ‘Social Action’ questions there are three rules. First, the questions should be
open; second, the person you’re asking has to have some idea of the answer; so don’t ask
about what will happen in the future or about consequences for example, and finally the
question should be one you don’t know the answer to.

Optimism
Being optimistic is a cornerstone of Social Action. It is the responsibility of the facilitator
to know that social change is possible and that any group can make it happen. Breaking
out of oppressed or disempowered behaviour is a challenge for any group. They often
need support and positive encouragement alongside an optimistic outlook to create the
conditions where they can move from being disempowered to empowered. This does not
mean Social Action workers are cheerleaders but rather critical and optimistic friends.
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Trust in Process
In Social Action, as already stated, the group members are the agents of change. This
means facilitators have to have confidence in the participants and trust in the Social
Action process. Trusting in the process can be difficult when a group is struggling; it is
much easier when things appear to be going well. However from experience this can
be deceptive. Groups can make the biggest leaps forward when they have to struggle
through a difficult problem or difficulty. They can also fall apart after what appears to be
success. The important thing to remember is to trust and use the process, whatever is
going on in the group. Groups will hit highs and lows and it is the role of the facilitator
to remain consistent throughout. This does not mean being detached or disinterested
- it is important to celebrate successes - but it does mean helping the group critically
reflect at the appropriate points.

Being Helpful
Social Action is a model of community development. It is about being useful and helpful
when intervening in communities. Social Action is an effective approach that works.
This brings with it a responsibility on the part of those initiating Social Action groups.
Many communities have negative experiences of different approaches and programmes.
Community members and service users are often rightly sceptical of professionals and
community development initiatives, based on their own negative experiences. A golden
rule of Social Action is that our work or intervention must be helpful. It must improve
the lives of the people we are working with. If we are paid then our responsibility is
even greater to ensure that the work we do is helpful - that we are part of the solution
not part of the problem.
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Responsibility of the Facilitator
Social Action works, it is an approach that aims to liberate and empower participants.
It is an effective model of groupwork and therefore can be used in a whole range of
settings. It is the responsibility of the facilitators to ensure it operates within the spirit
and guidelines of the principles and process. As with all tools or methods, if used in the
wrong way they can be controlling and exploitative. It is important that groups are open
and democratic. This means negotiating roles and relationships from the beginning and
being open and explicit about where the role of facilitator begins and ends. It is the
responsibility of the facilitators to ensure that there are no hidden agendas and that
every member of the group can participate equally. There are no secrets in Social Action
groups and the group when deciding how they are going to work together will address
the issue of confidentiality.

How We Want to Work Together?
Setting the rules of how a Social Action group is going to work together is vital at an
early stage. This needs to be developed in an inclusive and participatory way, like
all other aspects of the process. But the facilitators need to ensure people are not
excluded by any of the ground rules the group sets themselves. This does not mean the
Social Action group has to be open to everyone but it does have to be open to all those
for whom it is intended and operate in a way that does not exclude.

Choosing the Right Exercises
The skills of a Social Action worker develop over time and with practice. As stated
earlier, an important skill of a Social Action facilitator is to know where you are in the
process and when to move the group from one stage of the process to another. Another
skill is to know which exercise to use and when to use it. Hopefully this handbook is laid
out in such a way to help you choose when to use a particular exercise. However this
is not an exact science and sometimes an exercise will not work with a group. Don’t
worry, be honest with the group and try another one. Experience and practice help but
you can never predict whether something will work until you have a go. The purposes
of the exercises are to help the group through the process.
One word of caution is that many of the exercises ask people to reflect on their lives
and their situation. Obviously for many of the people we work with, this can include
upsetting and painful things that have happened or are happening in their lives. It is
important to recognise this possibility as a facilitator and also to, on occasions, warn
the people you are working with. Some people need support to disclose things and
others need help deciding what they want to share with a group and what they want to
keep private. If there is an expectation of sharing more widely after an exercise people
should always be warned of this, so they can decide what want to share.

Social Action–co-creating social change

19

Do’s and Don’ts of Facilitation
Do’s
q

work alongside and in partnership with groups

q

check things out with group members

q

ask questions and listen to answers

q

stick to process

q

know when to move from one stage to the next

q

be consistent and reliable

Don’ts
q

Do things to, for or on behalf of groups

q

Impose your agenda

q

Say any ideas are ‘wrong’

q

Change role

(The ideas in this section were built over many Social Action training courses and
network events. The work of Ian Boulton and Jennie Fleming in particular contributed
to this section)
In addition to the principles and process outlined above the Self-Directed Groupwork
model (Mullender and Ward,1991) is a helpful tool to facilitate Social Action and has
informed and guided our practice. An updated version of this work is Empowerment
in Action, Self-directed Groupwork (Audrey Mullender, David Ward and Jennie Fleming
2013).
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Chapter Three - The Five Stages of Social Action In
Greater Depth
This section will expand on each stage of the process. It will also give case study
examples and exercises. These are included to show how the theory and methods of
Social Action have been developed in practice. They are offered as a way of bringing the
ideas to life and to inspire readers to have a go, rather than a prescriptive formula
of ‘how to do it’.
The process needs to be used in the order it is outlined. In our experience you cannot
skip stages of the process or change the order in which they are taken. That doesn’t
mean to say that each stage takes the same amount of time - that is for the group and
the facilitator to decide.

The ‘What’ Stage
In Social Action this stage is about identification, getting the group members to set their
own agenda. This is about finding out what matters or is important to the group and
identifying generative themes (Freire, 1972). The assumption here, drawn from the
principles, is that people are experts on their own lives. We want to know what are the
issues, problems or concerns that matter to them. We also want to demonstrate our
commitment to facilitation and listening to and not challenging what people say. The key
here is to explore what people are saying to gain greater insight into their world by
asking questions that reveal new insights. We achieve this through asking a series of
‘WHAT’ questions.

Here are some examples of good Social Action questions;
WHAT:
q

Is it like living round here – what do you like/dislike about it?

q

Is important to you?

q

Makes you angry?

q

Makes you happy?

q

Is your biggest concern?

q

Causes you most grief?

Here are some examples of unhelpful, non-Social Action
questions:
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WHAT:
q

Are you doing here?

q

Is your problem?

q

Do you want?

q

Can I do for you?

There are many ways and methods of asking good Social Action questions. It is
important to use a range of techniques and mediums. This is because some people
find it difficult to articulate their ideas, so if everything is done verbally this causes a
problem. Also discussion is often dominated by the most powerful voices so it is an
equality issue to involve all participants and enable them to have their views heard.
This can be through drawing, drama, poetry, song/rap, video, tape recording, mime,
cartooning or any other vehicle that allows people to express themselves.
The What stage gives people, often for the first time, an opportunity to explore their
world and vent their anger and frustrations in a safe environment. It also gives the
facilitators the opportunity to identify and learn what matters to the community or
group. Exploring this in a way that doesn’t judge or challenge these views no matter
how far they clash with your own view of the world is crucial. It is important not to take
a moral stance or come into opposition with the group at this stage as there is a real
danger you will allow the group to label you as being ‘like everyone else who doesn’t
understand us’. This doesn’t mean you collude in oppressive views but does enable you
to gain the trust of the group and creates an opportunity to continue to work with them.
This is the very first stage of the Social Action process as shown in the arrows diagram
on page 12.
Don’t try and do too much at this stage. Let the group educate you about their world.
In Social Action the facilitator is as much (if not more) a learner as teacher (Freire, 1970).
This initial stage will reveal to you how big or small the group’s world is and what excites
or motivates them.
Two examples are racism and drugs. If you take a moral stand when a group scapegoats
another oppressed group for their issues or troubles at this stage the danger is you will
lose them. Similarly, if the activities the group are engaging in are illegal, like taking
drugs or criminal activity.
Rather than coming into opposition try an alternative conversation that is open,
inquisitive and interested in why the group has those views. Going through the first
two stages of the Social Action process at this stage can be beneficial, asking What and

Social Action–co-creating social change

22
Why questions to better understand and learn about what matters to the group and
why will really give you a good insight into and educate you about into their world. It
is important at this stage to understand that you as the ‘outsider’ are ignorant of their
world and to genuinely listen to the voices and what is behind what is being said.

Traditional conversation:
What is important to you?
We like taking drugs and have to sell them to make money
Surely that is harmful to you and against the law…
You’re just like every other adult you don’t understand us…

Social Action conversation:
What is important to you?
We like taking drugs and have to sell them to make money
I don’t understand why this is so important to you, can you explain it to me?
This is why we like it and do it – we are bored, there’s nothing to do round here and
none of us can get jobs….
Why do you think it is like this?
The first conversation ends and there is nowhere to go. The second opens up whole
new areas to explore and can be a springboard for real Social Action to take place.
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Case Studies:
Young Disabled People’s Forum (YDPF), Norfolk
The YDPF was set up for two main reasons. The first was to provide a group for
young disabled people in Norfolk based on the social model of disability. The
second was to create a new generation of leaders for the Norfolk Coalition of
Disabled People (NCODP) now Equal Lives. All the provision, both state and
voluntary sector, in Norfolk for young disabled people was (and still is) based
on the medical, charity and activity based models of disability. The YDPF offers
an alternative model which promotes young disabled people’s self direction
and self determination. The former leads to low self esteem, developmental
delay and dependency. The latter leads to empowered and independent young
people.
Over the last two years the YDPF has engaged a wide number of young disabled
people, offering them a meeting space every two weeks on a Saturday and
access to Social Action facilitators.
The facilitator carefully negotiated with young disabled people and their parents
(where appropriate) the idea that the group will encourage members to be self
directing and promote independence.
The challenge was to begin this process in a way that engaged the young
people in beginning to express their interests and preferences. The facilitator
was surprised that many of the members did not have experiences of decision
making or even making choices as their lives were so ‘managed’ by adults.
Crucial to the successful transformation were the group members who had
more independent lives. These tended to be young people who had been to
mainstream schools and whose parents encouraged them to be part of the
mainstream.
With the encouragement of the facilitator the young people set their own
agenda and priorities. Being led by the issues and ideas the group want to
pursue is a new experience for many of the young people who tend to be
‘wrapped in cotton wool’ in other parts of their lives – by parents, special
schools and segregated social provision.
The facilitator gently challenged the young people to ‘live in the world’. It is
designed to be led by its members, so they make decisions about what should
happen during the sessions. In the early stages there was often resistance to
this approach as members in all other settings were used to having everything
done for them. Through making decisions and taking responsibility for
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Young Disabled People’s Forum (YDPF), Norfolk
...cont
managing the work of the group new skills are learnt and practised. This has led
to increased confidence and independence. The Youth Forum is a safe place to
meet up, to socialise and to try out new ideas. It is a place where young people
can explore issues around disability in a context of the social model and human
rights. Viewing their experiences from the perspective of labelling, discrimination
and existing barriers is a completely new experience for all group members. This
enables them to locate their own life course in a wider perspective and have
conversations with their peers about shared and different experiences.
The youth forum has been involved in a wide range of activities over the last
2 years. These include making their own films, interviewing famous disabled
people, campaigning against the cuts to services and benefits, speaking to
politicians and local authority officers, speaking at public meetings and political
rallies, making a film and giving a presentation to politicians at the national
parliament and at the ncodp annual general meeting. They have written their
own newsletter, designed a website and carried out a peer research project
with young people in special schools. A YDPF member has joined the board of
trustees of ncodp.
Two years in and the group members themselves are taking more responsibility
for facilitation. The power of peer led Social Action was illustrated recently when
the facilitator of the youth forum was away on sick leave. The group decided to
buy a ‘get well soon’ card. One of the group members volunteered to go and
buy the card at lunchtime. This group member is very fearful about going out
independently because adults have told her that she will get lost and she is not
safe to go out by herself and have convinced her that she will be vulnerable if
she does. Nobody in the group would go with her. I was worried that the group
members were being mean to her. But the group encouraged her to go and
gave her mobile phone numbers to ring if she could not find her way back. After
she had bought the card she rang and one of the group members went out to
help her. When she came back in after successfully completing her mission the
group clapped and cheered her back into the group. You could see her pride and
confidence grow as a result of her achievement. The group members then had
a conversation around being independent and taking risks. The group member
concerned is in her mid Twenties. This is the first time she has attempted going
to a shop alone. She now has the confidence to regularly go out from the group
and buy things for herself.
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The group in their own words…
“Coming together as a group is invaluable, we are ‘normal’ people, we can do
the same things as everyone else. It’s good to realise that we can and I think
these meetings prove that.”
“It’s helped me become more confident; before I joined I never really talked
about my disability.”
“It’s not a school club, which is good because you’ve got a sense of
responsibility.”
“I’m more independent and confident. I make my own choices and do what I
want to do; I can do it on my own. I’m more confident to do what I want.”
“It’s made me realise I have a disability and I have a chance to improve the
situation for others and myself. I never thought it was possible for me to do
that.”
“It’s important for young disabled people to have a voice so we can get our
views heard. You get to a place where you believe you are lacking in some
way; you feel so upset with the world you want to hide away and don’t ever
want to come out. Without telling people how you feel, you feel shut up and
ignored. It feels like you’re screaming in a room.”
“We stand firm as a group if we’re on our own we just can’t stand firm. We’re
like a solid rock if we’re all together.”
“When I first came to the youth forum I was like a lost goat, wandering around
not knowing much. When I came here I had a purpose.”
“I’ve become interested in disability now I’ve started coming here. I’ve got
opinions on disability and realise now that maybe we’re missing out on
opportunities.”
“I can come here and have adult conversations with people who are maybe
going through the same thing or similar things, who understand, rather than
talking to strangers or parents who think they understand but actually don’t.”
The chance to make a difference is fantastic; you’re being given the
opportunity to change the things that you think are bad.”
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Multi Culture
As the youth worker for Nottingham Young Volunteers (NYV) in the late 1970’s
I was approached by a young punk named Alex asking if we could help a group
of punks ‘set up a venue’. He had heard on the grapevine about the project and
had clear ideas of what he wanted. We had a frank conversation at this early
stage about roles and responsibilities. I stated I would support him to achieve
his goals but not do anything for him or the group. He was clear he didn’t want
anybody to do anything for them but they couldn’t achieve what they wanted
without an adult to support them. With our support he organized the first
meeting having booked the venue and designed a poster with a local cartoonist.
This was printed and about thirty punks turned up to the first meeting in the
international community centre near the city centre. The conversation with Alex
about roles and responsibilities in the group was replayed with whole group by
both of us. The group agreed with this and an informal contract was agreed that
I and two volunteers would help Alex facilitate the group but all the decisions
and actions were theirs.
The group took off, meeting on Monday nights, punks would come from all
over the county to attend. What spun off over the next three years was a wide
range of activities all run and organized by group members. They decided to
call themselves Multi Culture, which was amusing at the time because they
were all white and intolerant of any other (sub) culture outside punk. It was for
them a statement against racism. There was a tension in the group with one
particular skinhead who was racist but insisted on being on the edge of group
meetings. This was a constant anxiety with the facilitators and some group
members who objected strongly to his racism. However the group decided to
‘tolerate’ this rather than ban or exclude him and the faciltators decided to go
along with this as it was a group decision whilst reserving the right to challenge
his overt racism. The group self organized their own fanzine – BOOBAJU (break
out of boredom and join us), booked and ran coaches to punk concerts in
Derby and Leicester as Nottingham did not have a venue at the time. When
conflict between punks and skinheads erupted in the city centre on Saturday
afternoons the group organized Saturday afternoon punk gigs/music events to
avoid being harassed and beaten up. Between 130 – 160 punks from all over
Nottinghamshire and beyond would attend. By taking themselves out of the city
centre on a Saturday afternoon the conflicts were avoided.
They made a TV programme with the BBC, which John Cooper Clarke (UK Punk
Poet) was involved in. He agreed to do a free gig to raise funds for the group
and was promoted by the young people alongside local punk bands.
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Exercises:
Here are some exercises that you can use in the ‘WHAT’ stage:
q
q
q
q

Film Poster
Codes
Four Faces
Sculpts and Statues

Film Poster
An exercise to get people to identify what is important in their lives using visual
representation.

How we do it:
Ask people to divide into at least two groups (depending on the size of the whole
group). Group members are asked to imagine that a movie will be made of what
happens in their lives – neighbourhood, community, school, family.
At first they consider what is going on in their lives: the things that happen where
they live – good and bad, positive and negative. What makes them angry or
happy, what are they afraid of, what frustrates them? Then ask them to think
about making a movie of their lives and what would be in the movie. Then they
need to think about how to create a poster advertising this movie that would
represent the things they have been discussing. Working together, they will
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draw a poster on which the only written words should be the title. You might
suggest that participants consider what they want people to understand about
their lives by looking at their poster.
Once all of the groups have completed their drawings, display them. Take each
poster in turn and ask the groups that did not create the poster what they see
while the creators listen quietly. Ask them to describe the other group’s poster,
what are they looking at, what do they see in it, what does the title mean to
them, do they see themselves in the poster? The facilitator asks a variety of
questions. Make a list of the responses on flip chart paper. After you have made
a thorough list, ask the group who made the poster if what people have seen
is what they intended, and if they think anything has been left out? Everything
that is said is valid and recorded, even if it is not what the artists intended.
Once the first poster has been fully discussed, move on to the next one, until all
posters have been considered.
After the posters have been discussed in this way the list is put on the wall it will
be a list of problems and concerns and form an agenda for the group.

Why it works:
q
		
		

People are not used to expressing themselves through drawing
and the exercise may get to different things than if you just asked
the question/verbally

q

Creates level of camaraderie

q

Freeing particularly for adults

q

It is fun

q

There is no need for reading and writing at this stage of the exercise

q

The pictures can stay in the room

q

Good in bi-lingual settings

When you can use it:
We have used it in a wide variety of settings –with street children in Moscow,
with teachers in America, with young people on estates (called housing projects
in the United States) in Britain.

This is a versatile exercise that is appropriate for use with many
groups.
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Issues to consider:
q
		
		

The exercise can take some time, as people need to discuss,
agree and decide how to depict things and then actually draw
them, as well as the discussion of the posters.

q
		

It is important to reassure people that this is not an artistic
competition – any kind of drawing is OK.

q
		

It is a good exercise to use near the beginning of a group, as it
lets participants tell you about what is important in their lives.

q
		

It is crucial that information about people’s lives is used - this
is not a exercise for the sake of it.

Materials:
q

Loads of many coloured pens

q

Flipchart paper

q

Masking tape to put posters on the wall

Variations, adaptations & developments:
This exercise can be used with professionals. You might ask them to consider
the lives of the people they work with.
It is important to develop the exercise by using the information gained.

References, credit, links:
Youth Agenda, published by Centre for Social Action and the Guinness Trust,
2000. ISBN 1874436 80 0
www.dmu.ac.uk/~dmucsa

Codes

Purpose: This exercise helps people explore problems.
How we do it:
Problem solving learning is much easier if you use ‘codes’ which have been
specifically prepared for the group.
A code is a concrete presentation of a situation which can either be apparently
nothing to do with the problem or it can be a presentation of a familiar problem
or situation. A code could be a proverb, a picture (photo or drawing) a newspaper
cutting. The important thing is that it raises questions, it does not provide solutions.
A code is not a ‘visual aid’, which are often used in teaching. A code shows the
problem and allows it to be explored - it does not provide the answer. For example
we use this picture of a parrot to facilitate discussion.
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A code is used at the beginning of a discussion to focus the attention of the whole
group on a single problem. It is always followed by a carefully planned series of
questions, which enables the group to become actively involved first in describing
and then in analysing the situation they see.
The facilitator will show the code and ask critical questions to help the group
discover for themselves some of the questions and root causes of the problem.

Possible questions to ask when using a picture code:
q What do you see in the picture? It is very important there is no 			
		
interpretation at this point
q What do you think is happening?
q Why do you think that is happening?
q What do you think people are thinking or feeling? (Go through each character in turn)
q Where are you in the picture?
q Do you think this relates to real life? Do things like this happen in real life?
q What needs to change in the picture?

Why it works:
Codes are a very powerful tool to enable people to view the world and situations
differently. By using metaphor people can see and explain situations from other
perspectives.

When you can use it:
Any time in the Social Action process. Often it has been used in the early stages to
enable conversations to take place that group members wouldn’t have without this
facilitative tool.

Issues to consider:
The code needs careful choosing. It must not be too obvious. It should allow for a
variety of interpretations and provoke discussion.
It is really important people do start just describing what they see in the picture,
WITHOUT interpretation. If they try to move through the stages too quickly the
facilitator must try and slow them down!

Materials:
q Photos and pictures which can provoke discussion

References, credit, links:
Training for Transformation, Hope and Timmel, 1999
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Four faces
Exercise to explore different opinions and discuss issues relevant
to a group
How we do it:
Create controversial statements for your group, it is best to do this once you know the
group and have been listening to them and hearing where there are differences of opinion
or unresolved topics and issues. The statements need to be carefully worded to allow for
difference of interpretation and opinion. If you don’t know them use statements that
have worked well with people similar to them before. You want to provoke debate and
discussion, not deliberately create argument and conflict. Always have lots more that you
will need, and have some idea which ones you will use, actually decide at the time as you
hear what people are talking about.
Draw on paper four faces with very different expressions – one very happy, one happy, one
slightly unhappy and one very unhappy indeed. Explain the faces and what they mean.
Ask people to stand by the face that best reflects their opinion or level of agreement with
the statement. It must be their personal viewpoint. It must be a personal thing. So if
someone personally agrees with the statement strongly they would stand by a very smiley face.
Ask people at each face to talk amongst themselves about why they are in this position
and what they want to say to the others to encourage them to agree with them.

You can do this in a variety of ways:
q ask for someone who hasn’t spoken before
q ask for groups to discuss amongst themselves and agree one person to present views
q ask a group to consider the three main points they want to make
After the discussion is over ask individuals or groups to see if they want to change their
position.
It is possible to vary the tone of this considerably in the exercise; you can suggest people
actively persuade others to join them, or just state their opinion and see if that encourages
people to move.
People are encouraged to talk and share and change their mind having heard others’
points of view. Remember to let people move about if they want to change their views. It
is not uncommon for people to take up a number of positions before finally deciding what
their position on any given statement is.
It is good to end with a consensus statement (if you can find one), as sometimes people
can get heated and even upset.
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Examples of statements we have used in the past:
q you can’t change anything
q everybody round here is apathetic
q nobody will listen to us

Why it works?
It works at a number of levels. As an ice breaker it gets people communicating with
each other. It can be a laugh if you start with or use fun questions. You can use it to
explore group values or get differing views out into the open. Group members have
to think about their views on a subject and take a position. Further into the process
you can start with fun questions and move on to deal with more controversial or
contentious subjects.

When you can use it:
It is an exercise that can be used with virtually any group and it can be used with
young children and adults.
The game can take a very long time, allowing for a lot of discussion and debate, or can
be a quick opinion finder exercise.

Issues to consider:
It is important to consider the statements carefully. Sometimes people will feel
isolated. It can get heated, this can be a good thing. Not often but occasionally the
whole group agrees with each other. Rehearse well how you will explain what the 4
faces represent, as it can seem confusing to the participants. It is not about creating
conflict, it is about airing opinions.

Materials:
q Very few! The statements and the 4 faces and a space where people can
		
move around.

Variations and adaptations:
Can relate discussion to action eg. ‘OK so what does this mean we need to do?’ or
‘What top tips would you have for this situation?’ .
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Sculpts or Statues
Purpose:
q To consider issues and problems without using words
q To find out what needs to change
q To get everyone involved in the process

How We Do It:
Ask group members to think about one or more of the issues that have
been uncovered during the “What” phase. Divide the group into two
or more sub groups and ask them to choose an issue or problem. Then
ask them to present the problem in the form of a statue or body sculpture
– that is a still and silent picture or snap shot using group members and no
props or words. The subgroup can use discussion to form the statue/sculpt
but no words can be used in showing to the others.
The groups then present their statue or sculpt to the rest of the group. The
observers are then asked what is being portrayed.
The facilitator then asks the observers to discuss how it can be changed to
resolve the problem. The observers are then invited to move the participants in
the statue/sculpt, to physically move the people around to show how the change
can be achieved. The new positioning should show the situation after effective
action has been taken.

Alternative Use:
An alternative is to use this exercise in the HOW stage and ask the group to show it
as a cartoon strip or sequences of still photos in three phases showing:
q The current situation
q The transitional period while the action is being taken
q The situation in the future
In this version the group themselves fix the statues/sculpts and decide the moves
and steps to solve the issue/problem. The observers are asked to
comment on the sequence and a discussion can be facilitated on the
effectiveness or otherwise of the proposed actions.
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Why It Works:
It enables groups to physically show problems and issues. This is a good way to
include people whose voices are not usually heard in group discussions or
decision making. The only group discussion happens after the group has moved
the sculpt to show change. This can be initiated by asking “How can we get from A
to B?”

When you can use it:
Either at the end of the What phase or during the How phase.

Issues to consider:
Sometimes participants in the sculpts are in uncomfortable positions for a long
time. The facilitator should judge this and ask the group if they can rest while the
observers consider how to move them.
The exercise involves close physical contact and being moved by other group
members. People who feel uncomfortable about this are allowed to opt out of
the physical part of the activity, but can still be observers and take part in the
discussions.

Materials:
q

None

Sources:
Everyman Youth Theatre, Liverpool. Writing for a Change, National Writing
Project, USA
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The ‘Why’ Stage
Asking the question WHY? is key to the Social Action process. Without it there can be
no awareness of wider social oppression, no moving beyond self blame for problems
faced into wider, more substantive explanations and analysis of contradictions (Harrison
and Ward, 1990). This critical questioning enables the participants to locate their issues,
concerns and problems in their wider social, economic, political and environmental
contexts.
“Only through injecting the ‘why’ question do the structural explanations for the
predicaments of (young) people become apparent to them, thereby sidelining the
tendencies towards individualistic explanations and blame”. (Williamson, 1995).

Breaking out of self blame
q
		
		
		
		
		

What makes this process an empowering one is that in Social Action,
people are encouraged to explore the question WHY? This is not
merely a mechanical exercise. Asking ‘WHY’? links action with the
exploration of root causes. This twin track process is essential if people
who are socially excluded are to gain real and sustainable control over
their situations.

q
		
		
		

Asking WHY gives people the opportunity to break out of the
demoralizing and self-perpetuating narrowness of vision and self-blame
which has been created by poverty, lack of opportunity, discrimination
and exclusion.

q
		
		
		
		
		
		
		

In professional practice as in real life we too readily leap from WHAT?
questions (what is wrong?) to HOW questions (how should we
proceed?). In doing this we steer explanations, responsibilities and
the scope of solutions to the private world around people, keeping
understanding and actions within their existing knowledge and
experience. This knowledge and experience has been fashioned by
people’s position in society. For the excluded, this means the
exclusionary processes that keep them there.

q
		
		
		
		
		
		
		

In asking WHY? people can pursue an issue until the root causes have
been identified and exposed in all their complexity. When the horizons
of what is possible expand, people come up with new explanations
for problems and ideas for tackling them. By asking the question
WHY? we can turn the spotlight away from people as problems, to
the wider social, environmental and economic causes of the problems
they face and enable them to envision a much wider range of options
for action and change

		

(adapted from Ward and Boek, 2000)
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Asking WHY allows people to turn the spotlight round and focus on the causes of their
difficulties rather than reacting to the symptoms. It enables groups to dig beneath the
surface to find explanations of the root causes of a problem. Through asking the WHY
questions, groups can break out of the vicious circle they find themselves in. This avoids
wasting time dealing with blaming and surface explanations.
Other approaches often jump from the WHAT to the HOW, missing out the WHY stage.
This ends up with forms of practice that skate over the surface or rely on compensatory,
recreation or purely self-help approaches. These activities may partially deal with the
issues concerned but can only temporarily alleviate symptoms. Injecting the WHY
question ensures full participation so long as the facilitators restrict their role to asking
questions and listening to the explanations provided by group members. Again, as in
the WHAT stage, it is important to find a variety of ways of finding out WHY.
‘Problems are like weeds. If we only cut off their heads they will soon be back, but if we
dig deep and get out the roots, they will not grow again. So the animator aims to get
down as deeply as possible with the group, to the root causes of the problem.’ (Hope
and Timmel Vol 1,1999, p78)
Williamson (1995) discusses what differentiates Social Action from other approaches in
Social Action for Young People
“….Social Action had been concerned that work with young people (and, indeed,
other disempowered groups) was consistently operated on a ‘deficit’ model in
which professional interventions defined their ‘problems’ and established what the
professionals considered to be appropriate solutions. Furthermore, where more
participative practice was taking place, in both youth and community work, there
was too often a quantum leap from identifying a presenting problem to attempting
to define a solution (the ‘what’ and ‘how’ of a Social Action process), without careful
consideration of why problems were being experienced by these groups. Only through
injecting the ‘why’ question did the structural explanations for the predicaments of
young people become more apparent to them, thereby sidelining the tendencies
towards individualistic explanations and blame.”
The Why stage is the key as it unlocks the process. Leaving this stage out confines
people to explanations and responsibilities drawn from the private world of what they
know. It also constricts the scope of solutions to options within their existing knowledge
and experience. These have been fashioned by their position on the social ladder, the
processes of social control, education and socialisation, which keep them in their place.
Through asking why? people have the opportunity to widen their horizons.
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Case Studies:
Greater Manchester Coalition of Disabled People
(GMCDP) Young Disabled People’s Forum (YDPF) –
Barrier Free Zone
Barrier Free Zone is part of the GMCDP youth forum. This is a self directing group
for young disabled people. The facilitators of the youth forum encourage the
group to make decisions for themselves and become involved in projects which
enabled them to explore a range of issues around disability.
The Barrier Free Zone group emerged out of disability equality/peer mentoring
training. It is an example of a campaigning group created by young disabled people
in response to discrimination they encountered in their everyday lives.
The group came about when a member was complaining about not being able to
get into a particular shop in her wheelchair. The facilitators encouraged the group
to explore their feelings about this and related it back to issues they had previously
explored around the social model of disability, discrimination and barriers to
inclusion. The individual and group members were angry and were able to express
this anger. Other group members then voiced all sorts of other examples of not
being able to access public buildings, of being treated in an unequal manner.
The facilitators then asked the group what they wanted to do about it. This allowed
the group to see the possibility of not just accepting injustice but that they could
do something about it. Following this encouragement the young people decided
to form a campaigning group, decided on a name and then worked out how it
would be constituted, how often it would meet and what it would do. From this
beginning Barrier Free Zone was formed as a self directing group within the YDPF.
One of the members explains how the group worked to challenge these barriers:
“…going around different places, raising disability issues, and organising friendly
protest marches.”
Barrier Free Zone developed as a new organisation within YDPF. It identified
its aims and objectives, each member had a particular role within the group
and officers – such as chair, vice chair and treasurer – were elected. Funding
applications were made and were successful.
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The group’s aims and objectives were:
Aims
q
		
q

We aim to recognize the needs of each member and to support
them as fully as possible within BFZ
We aim to encourage independence in our members

q
We aim to campaign against the barriers faced by young disabled
		people
q
		

We aim to campaign against attitudes and raise awareness, mainly
of young disabled people’s issues

Objectives
q
		

To support people in relation to BFZ e.g. support when starting to
use public transport

q
		

To research the accessibility of companies, groups and
organizations

q
q
		
q

To evaluate our research
To use different ways of campaigning e.g. letters, petitions, direct
action, media, picketing and the use of the law
To campaign in a non violent and lawful way

q
To find and communicate with like-minded organizations of
		
disabled people for disabled people, inside and outside Greater
		Manchester
q

To work mainly in the Greater Manchester area

q
		

Once funds are secured, to use them to further the aims and
objectives of BFZ

q

To employ only disabled people to carry out the work of BFZ

q
		

To make sure that any work done by/for BFZ is in line with our
aims and objectives

Comments from group members:
“the group helped me understand discrimination in all its forms and have the
skills and confidence to challenge it”
“things are changing for the better – young disabled people want to influence
their environment and remove barriers”
“being together is powerful, understanding the issues, supporting each other”
Adapted from; Our Life, Our say! A good practice guide to young disabled
people’s peer mentoring/support. Julie Bethell, Mark Harrison. Research into
Practice, Joseph Rowntree Foundation. 2003
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Ainsley Teenage Action Group (ATAG)
ATAG came about as a result of Mark Harrison, Nottingham Young Volunteers (NYV),
Dave Ward, University of Nottingham Social Work Department working with Colin
Butcher from the Probation Service in inner city Nottingham. The probation officer
had a group of lads referred to him from a council (social) housing estate who were
getting in trouble with the police. A number had probation/supervision orders
from the courts and one had been given a custodial sentence. We decided to work
together as a Social Action facilitation team to ask them if they were interested in
meeting with us to ‘discuss and do something’ about the problems they were facing.
They produced a list of names of people they had talked to and were interested
in meeting. We were determined to ensure the ownership of the group remained
with the young people so they were then tasked with finding a place to meet on the
estate. They suggested and negotiated with the support of the probation officer a
weekly meeting in the local primary school.
In the first meeting we asked the group to educate us about what it was like living
on the estate. We used brainstorming methods and asked them to list the good and
bad things. The bad list was long and the good list was short. We then facilitated
a conversation around the bad things. We accepted their explanations and were
interested in their analysis of why things were like this. One conversation that
stands out was when we asked them to explain why they had put ‘old people’ on
the bad list. They explained that during the day they were alright but at night it was
the old people who called the police on them. In digging deeper they explained
that they were on the streets because there was nowhere to go and it was because
they were on the street and making noise that they were getting arrested.
When asked what they wanted to do about it they came up with a number of
ideas. One of these was to get support from the community for a youth club. They
decided to petition the estate. They produced their own petition forms; however
when it came to going out to ask people to sign them the group was very nervous.
We suggested doing a role play to help. Two group members were asked to play
the role of old people and two others were asked to knock on the door and ask for
support and signatures. They did this and the two young people playing the older
people then berated the young people for their behaviour, creating noise when they
are trying to get to sleep, and general bad manners and swearing. The whole group
cracked up laughing when the two playing the young people argued that this is why
they needed to sign the petition so ‘we can get off the streets and stop causing
stress for the old people. They were so convincing the ‘old people’ agreed to sign
and the whole group was then able to go out and petition the estate. They got 400
signatures.

Social Action–co-creating social change

41

The group engaged in a two year campaign to get a youth club on the estate. In
the process of getting their club they engaged in a wide range of activities including
writing, designing and producing leaflets, winning the support of parents and adults in
their neighbourhood, negotiating with elected councilors and public officials, holding
public meetings, campaigning successfully against harassment by the police, running
their own youth club, raising funding and overseeing a building programme, budgeting
and managing finances for their youth club.
The group hit problems and difficulties throughout the process but were always
encouraged by the facilitators to resolve the problems for themselves. This involved
reminding the group of the original ‘contract’ with the facilitators that we would help
them change things for themselves but not do things for them. At different times the
pressure from the group for us to resolve things for them was very great.
This pressure was at its greatest when one police officer was targeting the group
for arrests and picking on one group member in particular. Out of frustration the
group took things into their own hands and smashed up a police car parked on the
estate. The group were encouraged to speak directly to the police and tell them their
side of the story. After a meeting a number of the group went, on their own, to the
police station and asked to speak to the person in charge. As it was mid- evening they
weren’t there. The young people went home and wrote the Chief Inspector a letter.
The first the facilitators knew about this was when Colin the probation officer received
a phone call asking if the Chief Inspector could visit the group. Colin told him that we
hadn’t seen the letter and he needed to ask the group members who had written to
him if he could attend. He did this and turned up at the next meeting. After much
nervousness on both sides the young people eventually, with encouragement from
the facilitators, told him their version of events. He agreed to investigate and asked
the group to ‘cool it’. They didn’t agree to this but didn’t reject it either. When he
asked the group if he could come back again to meet them they agreed and he told
them that he had investigated their complaints and decided to move the police officer
to another area and had changed the policing on the estate so in future officers could
only respond to specific crimes or complaints. He then went on to ask them why they
were meeting and what they were doing. This led the young people to respect him.
As part of the campaign for the youth club they were told by the local councilors who
agreed to support them that they needed to get parents and adults involved. They
did this but it led to conflict as the adults tried to ‘take over’. This was largely resolved
when the Chief Inspector agreed to intervene as an advocate for the young people to
make sure their voice was heard and the adults listened to their perspectives.
One of the most significant testaments of the achievements of the group and the
Social Action process was when two of their school teachers came to visit the group.
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When asked why they wanted to come they said they couldn’t understand how we
could get some of their most challenging students to do school work in the evenings
when they couldn’t get anything from them in school.
The youth club burnt down 6 months after it was created but the process had a long
term effect – see Joan Arches evaluation of Social Action in The Ideas and Outcomes of
Social Action www.socialaction.info
ATAG was important because it demonstrated over a five year period that the
methodology worked. It was effective in engaging young people in tackling issues that
mattered to them, their parents and their community.

Social Action–co-creating social change

43

Exercises for Why Stage:
Here are some exercises you can use in the WHY stage:
q

Barriers – Understanding Difference

q

Causes

q

But why

Barriers - Understanding Differences:
Purpose: To help a group understand how different people experience the same
problems differently.

How We Do It:

Take an issue that the group identifies – it has to be a big and shared issue such as;
poverty, crime, homelessness, discrimination, unemployment, etc. Do an ideas storm
identifying all aspects of the issue, problem or concern. Then go back through all the
ideas and ask the group to do a further ideas storm on how people are affected
differently by the same issue, problem or concern because of:
q

Age

q

Gender

q

Race, colour, ethnicity

q

Religion

q

Ability/disability

q

Sexuality

q

Geographical location – where they live\socialise

Having outlined these you can go on to use a range of other exercises to follow
including:
q

But Why

q

Causes

q

Naming the Group

q

Devising a Vision

Why it works:

It enables a group to examine an issue, problem or concern from all sides and identify
where discrimination and exclusion is taking place.

When You Can Use It:
At any time with a group.
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Issues To Consider:

The issues may affect members of the group directly. Be sensitive to this, you may
need to remind the group of the group vision, how we want to work together, ground
rules. You may need to facilitate a fun or ending game after doing it to help the group
move on.

Materials:
q

Flip chart, marker pens, post it notes, pens

Source:

Mark Harrison

Causes
Purpose:

To analyse and understand the causes of a problem in a multi dimensional

way.

How We Do It:

Take the issues from an ideas storm and discuss them as a group and decide where
they go on the matrix. Issues may be placed in any or all of the boxes, but the group
must decide on a majority or unanimous decision – it is up to them.

SOCIAL

POLITICAL/POLICY

ECONOMIC

ENVIRONMENTAL

Once all the issues are placed in the segments and the discussion is complete you have
finished this stage.

Why it works:

It analyses causes and helps the group understand that problems are complex. It also
helps develop critical/analytical skills.

Issues To Consider:

Groups may not be used to the terms – social, political etc, so there may need to be
a discussion on their meanings. You may want to replace them with terms the group
does understand/own.

Materials:
q

Flip chart and marker pens
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But Why - Spiders Web:
Exercise for the exploration of the multi-dimensional nature of
problems. Without the analysis understanding can be shallow,
could blame people, rather than see the complexity of the
situation.
How We Do It:

This is a two stage exercise to consider the consequences and causes of a situation.
Stage 1: explores why it is a problem, how big is it, how out of control could this get?
Stage 2: why does it exist?

First Stage
State the problem:

This exercise lets us know what happens around it, what are the consequences of the
problem, the attendant problems, the ramifications or off-shoots.
The purpose of the first stage is to identify the ramifications and consequences of the
problem. It is an exploration of the scale of the problem, it denotes the urgency and
paints a picture of just how out of hand things could get if no action is taken.
This stage creates a web of consequences, ensuring lines go as far as they need to and
then starting a new one, making connections between the lines.

Issue
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An example:
Commit crime

prison

police record

No job
Bad reputation
Won’t be trusted
Get into trouble
Get blamed
Bad relations between young
people and the police are a problem
not safe
Won’t believe us
Scared
Behave badly/show off
Get into trouble
Bad reputation
Won’t be trusted
Kicked out of house

parents trust police
Fall out
Leave home
No money
No job
Crime
Prison

Crime
Prison
Crime
Group members discover through their analysis that one of the consequences of not
improving the relationship between themselves and the police may be that they
become criminalised.
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The facilitator can ask, any new lines?
This is not about causes but what happens because of the problem. If we don’t do
something about the problem these things will happen.
Make all the connections and look for commonalities – the connections are interesting
and the links are pointers for what’s most important, but they don’t have to be the
point of intervention, they just help the decision making around prioritising what
issues to deal with.

Examples of questions to ask.
“So – is there anything further along one of the lines we can do something about?
What about . . .. ?”
“Are these things we can do something about?”
“Something that if we act on we will stop events moving on down the line and stop the
dire consequence at the end of the lines from happening.”
If you don’t do something about X, it will lead to the end of the line.
Choose one that is real to the group and one that is in some way under their influence
The nearer to the centre (the original problem) depicted on the flipchart the simpler
the idea (as a rule), also the earlier you intervene the more you stop happening – so if
possible when choosing the point of intervention find one the closest to the original
problem the better (but be aware that it can also lay itself open to not being a
fundamental enough intervention).
Get the group to think about where they can make a difference, what they can
practically have a go at, what do they feel comfortable tackling?
Having picked the issue (go to the second stage).
The facilitator can ask, any new lines?
This is not about causes but what happens because of the problem. If we don’t do
something about the problem these things will happen.
They are serious consequences – people will leave.
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Second Stage
Now start to do a linear exercise:
“this is a problem, what causes it” and on and on.
Take the chosen issue from the line – it may be for clarification what does that mean?
Actually there may be more than one root cause and so you may need to start again
with the problem and take a different route, to get the full picture. The line is much
influenced by who starts working on it.
So if the group is saying that the first causal analysis doesn’t show the full complexity
of the situation they can run the second stage again. This will give them a more
comprehensive analysis of the causes – but it’s really about looking for a starting point,
any starting point.
Look at the linear routes and pick out words about action (understand, clarify,
prioritise, perceptions, explain etc)
Which words suggest gaps or action?
Try to find a starting point for action, something to start a plan for addressing the issue
In addition to the detailed analysis the group should also look for:
q

What are the main themes?

q

Who’s responsible for what?

q

What do we learn?

The Purpose:
q

It’s about digging deeper and generating ideas.

q

It’s about finding a starting point.

q
		
		

The second stage is about finding out how to start on tackling the
problem, to make sure that the consequences and ramifications
(especially those way down the line) in the first part don’t happen.

Why it works:
It encourages people to think about the causes of a problem or issue, rather than jump
straight from identification of problems to ‘OK so what can we do about it?’
It allows for many and varietyd explanations or possible causes.

When you can use it:
This exercise is best used in the WHY stage but can be used to unpick or analyse
problems in other stages of the process.
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Issues to consider:

It can feel a complicated exercise, so all explanations do need to be very clear.
It is worth going through an example with the whole group so they understand how it
can work before they go into small groups.

Materials:
q
q
		

Chart paper and pens
It is good if a small group can gather around a piece of chart paper,
either on the floor, the wall or a large table.

References, credit, links:
Training for Transformation, Hope and Timmel, 1999.
Ian Boulton developed the exercise from its earlier forms used in the developmental
days of Social Action
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The How Stage
Having identified the issues, problems and concerns to be tackled and examined their
causes – why they exist – it is now time to move on to think about HOW change can
occur. Again the same rules apply as in the previous two stages – create the conditions
for options to be explored through facilitation and probing, but don’t take over or suggest
solutions, these must come from the group. It is important that options for action are
explored and consequences and outcomes considered. You have a clear role here to help
the group identify actions or changes that:
q

Will address the causes of the problems identified

q

Are realistic and realisable

q

Test out proposed actions to see if they work

q

Include all group members in deciding HOW the issue is to be tackled

You then need to assist the group in planning the action/s. This may involve setting
priorities and tasks (Ideas Storm). It may mean setting a timetable and helping the group
allocate responsibilities (Action Planning). It may entail identifying who else needs to be
involved or who can help or hinder the process (Force Field Analysis).
It is important here, as the group plans action to keep at the forefront the anti oppressive
values and principles set earlier. It is not acceptable, to choose actions that empower
one group at the expense of oppressing of another (Mullender and Ward 1991).
During the HOW stage the role of the facilitator changes. The job here is to discover
what the group can do with their new understanding; how can they change things in a
meaningful way for themselves? So the responsibility of the facilitator is to maintain that
safe space where the group can test out their ideas and strategies before deciding which
one(s) to act upon. The facilitator must help the group to make a series of risk
assessments in response to each idea: what will be the likely result? What will the
impact be on the group members? On the community? On the issue? It is vital that
people are not set up to fail and that their ideas undergo a rigorous examination before
taking them into the world outside the group. The decision on what ideas to take forward
still lies with the group, but the facilitator must find ways of helping the group examine
their viability without crushing enthusiasm.
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Case Studies:
Youth Dreamers
Youth Dreamers has its origins in a collaboration between the Centre for Social
Action, DeMontfort University, Leicester, UK, and The National Writing Project,
University of California, Berkeley, USA. The work centred around enabling US
school teachers to adapt and use Social Action in their work in the class room and
in school and after school provision. Teacher Kristina Berdan works in Stadium
School in Baltimore, Maryland, which serves students in grades four through eight
from communities surrounding Memorial Stadium. She embraced Social Action
in her day to day teaching practice and used it to develop work with a particularly
challenging group of students. The Youth Dreamers originated in an elective
course called Community Action in March 2001.
“When I announced Community Action as my elective course, I noted a low
collective groan among the students. Only nine courageous souls signed up for
the course, choosing to give up the chance to play basketball, football, or African
drums. We began by talking about the issues in their community that bothered
them. The students clearly enjoyed being given the opportunity to talk in class
about their interests, not the interests of the curriculum writers in the district.
When asked to focus on one issue, the students unanimously agreed on the issue
of teenagers being on the streets and involved in violent activities after school
hours.” Kristina Berdan (2006)
The group members describe what Youth Dreamers is all about; “When we started
this project we talked a lot about issues in the community….after school many
kids just hang out with nothing to do, and this lack of structured activities can lead
to bad grades, bad school attendance, drug abuse and bad behaviour. Once we
agreed that the lack of positive activities was a community issue we wanted to
change, we did the But Why? Activity and brainstormed why kids getting involved
in negative behaviour was a problem for us and what the causes of the problem
were. From our list, we decided that one thing we would change was the fact
that young people don’t have many safe, stimulating places to go after school.
We would solve this smaller problem by creating a youth-run youth center. We
hoped to keep kids off the street and maybe change their lives by removing drugs,
violence and other negative influences.”
Kristina reflects on the contrast between learning and motivation in her English
class and Youth Dreamers.
“I noticed a phenomenal transformation in my project class in comparison with my
seventh-grade English class. In my English class, students refused to write a short
story, but the Youth Dreamers would write ten-page grants (funding applications)….
In my English class asking a student to revise a paper became an emotional disaster.
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In Youth Dreamers, students would come to me and ask if they had left out any
important information in their letter of inquiry to a foundation.” Sterling et al
(2006)
The successes of Youth Dreamers are manifold;
We have now finished construction and as of Summer 2010 are offering a variety of
programs at our center, The Dream House.
Our Board of Directors of eight youth and eight adults continue to guide us.
Students have done and continue to do pretty much everything with guidance
and support from adults. We write grants, run fundraisers, design programs, run
programs, evaluate programs, plan agendas for our monthly trips to My Sister’s
Place, plan and participate in our annual gala/auction, volunteer at the Shepherd’s
Clinic-a free health clinic located behind our future youth center, and work with our
pro bono architect and general contractor to design the house and move through
the phases of construction. Each month we report to our Board of Directors to get
their advice and input.
Did You Know? Out of the nine middle school Youth Dreamers founders:
q

6 have gone onto college

q

3 are currently attending graduate school

q

2 have served as the Adult President of the Board of Directors

q
1 is a Baltimore City schoolteacher at Southwest Baltimore Charter
		School
ALL of them, in addition to hundreds of other Youth Dreamers who
have gone through our programs, graduated from high school.....

q
		

Youth Dreamers website: www.youthdreamers.org (2012)

Exercises:
Here are some exercises that you can use in the ‘How’ stage:
q

Action Planning Now/Soon/Later

q

Worst Nightmare

q

Force Field Analysis

q

Role Play

q

SMART
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Action Planning
Purpose:

To enable groups to plan how to reach their goals or to organize an event or action.
Action planning breaks down tasks, provides a logical timeframe and allocates
responsibilities for each task.

How We Do It:

Begin by listing all the things you need to do to reach your goals or organize your
event/action. The grid can be drawn on a large piece of paper and put on the wall
when it is finished. Put the goal or activity on the far right hand side of the paper.
Tell the group to put everything on their list, one at a time and after group discussion
and agreement, in one of the boxes on the grid. The group then has a shared record
of its plans and who is responsible for doing what and when.
Make sure all the group is involved in deciding the goal; deciding in which box each
task or activity is placed and whose responsibility it is to carry it out. Ensure tasks are
shared out evenly amongst group members.

			

Now

Soon

Later

By Ourselves
With Help
By Others

Why it works:

If this planning stage is carried out effectively then the action is more likely to be
successful. It is a way of creating group ownership.

Materials:
q

Large sheets of paper and marker pens

Credits:

Starting Blocks, Burley D, National Youth Bureau, 1982
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Worst Nightmare
Purpose: An exercise to help people get advice on any concerns they have about
doing something new. For use at a planning stage of activity.

How we do it:

Ask people individually? to think of their worst nightmare – their greatest concern
or worry - about a new thing they are thinking of doing. In small groups (it is best
to have 4 or 5 groups in total) share the ‘nightmares’ and choose one to put in a
box in the centre of a flipchart. Divide paper into 4 ¼’s. Pass to next group.

Suggestion 4					

			

Suggestion 1

Nightmare

Suggestion 3					

Suggestion 2

The chart paper is passed round from group to group so each group’s ‘nightmare’
is considered by the other groups who make a suggestion until it is returned to the
original group. They consider the suggestions and decide on something they will
actually do to reduce this concern/anxiety.

Why it works:

It helps people to see there are ways around their fears or anxieties and that by
involving the rest of the group they also become aware that their colleagues or fellow students can be an important source of support.

When you can use it:

In all groups where they are considering doing something new and different and
may have concerns about what will happen when they do.

Materials:
q

As usual, chart paper and different coloured pens.
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Variations, adaptations & developments:
You can suggest they leave one box spare for the original group to consider all
suggestions and make their own decision about what they are going to do in light
of the advice and suggestions they have been given.
Once all the sheets are completed and each ‘nightmare’ has been offered a
number of solutions, spread all the pieces of chart paper on the floor and ask
everyone in the large group to read them all and then:
a
tick ideas they think will work
b
star ideas they most want to try
q
		
		

Ask each group to develop their response to the ‘nightmare’ and
prepare a presentation on how it could be implemented for the rest
of the participants: How can we overcome this ‘nightmare’?

Source:

Adapted from Youth Agenda. Guiness Trust/Centre for Social Action. 2000

Social Action–co-creating social change

56

Forcefield
Purpose:

To enable groups to anticipate problems and blockages to achieving their goals.
The exercise helps groups identify helping and hindering factors.

Description:

Get the group to identify things or people that will assist them in achieving their
goals. Write these in the top half of the diagram below. The most strongly helpful
should be closest to your goal.
Then get the group to identify the forces that will hinder them in achieving their
goals and place them in the bottom half of the diagram. Again, the most strongly
hindering should be closest to your goal, the weakest further away.

FORCEFIELD ANALYSIS + + Helping Factors					

Goal
Hindering Factors Split your list up so that the most helpful things are on the top half and the things
that are unhelpful on the bottom half. The distance from the goal should relate to
how strong the helping or hindering effect is. Think about ways that you could overcome or neutralise the unhelpful things, and maximise the impact of the helpful
ones. The aim is to find ways to pull the helping forces closer to your goal and push
the hindering ones further away.
In pairs present the diagram to each other. Listener to ask questions that help the
presenter think of ways to maximise the helping forces (move them closer) and
minimise the hindering ones (move them away). The listener is not to tell people
what to do, but to think of questions that will help the presenter move their thinking
and ideas on.
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Example of Exercise Forcefield
Helping Factors +
q

The council has just changed hands

q

There is a space for it				

q

Some adults support us

q

Produce newsletter to get more support

q

Support of youth workers

q

We get on well

q

We meet every day

q

We can organise

To get a play
space on the
estate
Hindering Factors q

Invite them to a meeting toexplain point of view

q

Persuade Housing Association to pay

q

No power over Housing Association

q

No money

q

Adults don’t listen

q

The caretaker hates us

q

There was a play space 5 years ago and it got damaged

q

The police are here all the time
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Role Play
Purpose:

To help people test out a situation in a safe environment, exploring issues without
revealing their own point of view and to help them see things from other people’s
perspectives. It can be used to explore different ways of approaching problem
situations.

Description:

Role-play is a good way to break the deadlock in discussion. It can also be used to
include people who are relevant to the situation, but are not present e.g. parents,
teachers, police.
You need a space where the role play can take place and others can watch the role play.
Set up a role play situation which is as open as possible, for example:
Show us what happens when….
Show us how you could have handled that situation differently…
Show how the meeting might go to get what you want….
Ask for volunteers to play out the situation.
The role play should end when enough information or material has been revealed
to move the discussion or planning forward. Applaud the players to bring the roleplay to an end. Ask questions such as:
q

How did that go?

q

How did that feel?

q

Does that happen in real life?

Hints:

Role play can work best with an established group – assess how well the group
members know each other. Let people find their own response to a situation, using
their own language and approach. Emphasise the importance of watching the
role-play: the audience needs to closely observe what goes on and what is said.
Sometimes you should stop the action to allow questions: “Stop a minute – how
does it feel to have that said/done to you?”
Videoing the role play allows group members to take part and to watch it for
discussion afterwards. Remember some people are shy and won’t want to take
part – respect that but make sure everyone is involved in the discussion.
Ensure you de-role after the discussion has ended – you can get the group to shake
hands or high five with everyone in the room.
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SMART
Purpose:

It is a vehicle for a group to set objectives or to check whether the goals they have
set themselves are achievable.

How We Do It:

Introduce and run in the same way as the SWOT, emphasise that this exercise is
not only about being clear about what you want to achieve, but how you are going
to achieve it:

S – Specific
M – Measurable
A – Achievable
R – Realistic
T – Timebound
Harris, A (2003) provides clear definitions of what each one means:
Specific:
Measurable:
Achievable:
Realistic:
Time bound:

not general and vague, but practical and concrete
how many? How much? To what degree?
do you have enough people? The resources you need?
is it possible to do what is being proposed?
within a fixed time limit

Why it works

It enables a group to get more detail into their objective setting/planning

When You Can Use It:

During the How/Action Planning stages

Issues To Consider:

Younger groups may struggle to grasp the language

Materials:
q

Flip charts, marker pens, post its and pens

References, Credits and Links:

Disability, Equality and Human Rights - A training manual for development and
humanitarian organisations. Harris, A with Enfield, S. Oxford, Oxfam 2003.
www.mindtools.com
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The “Action” Stage
The action stage is when the group carries out what it has planned. Whilst sticking to the
role of the Social Action worker it is important to negotiate your role in supporting the
action, without stepping over the line.
It is important not to take over the group action no matter how much pressure there is to
do so. It is also necessary to allow groups to fail if the action is not successful. Often the
best learning comes from overcoming problems after failure or difficulties. The challenge
is to create a supported environment and the conditions where the final stage of the
Social Action process critical reflection, can take place.
Here is a useful checklist for the facilitator to go through with the group to help them
discover whether their action is all it can be. Does it adequately explain everything the
people in the group wish to put across to the outside world? Ask the group whether the
following things are clear:

Who we are: will the wider community understand who this group of people are?
What we believe: what are the values and principles of this group?
Why we exist: why we are doing this?
What we do: what happens when we meet? What activities are we involved in?
What we want you to remember: in a week’s time what do we want people
to think about when they think about the action?

What we want other people to do: what action is required by the outside

world in response to the group’s action? Do they make a phone call? Go to a meeting?
Tell their friends? Change their behaviour?
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Case Studies:
The London Connection
I was engaged by WECVS (which became The Homeless Network) to set up a day
centre for young homeless people in the West End of London. The money was
raised from the International Year of Homeless. I ran it as a Social Action project,
involving young homeless people using existing projects in the area to design and
be central to the development of the new facility.
The first phase was to work with a group of young homeless people to design the
project and the services it should provide. This involved working with a group
who attended a drop in session in New Horizon – a young homeless project in
North Covent Garden. I negotiated with the young people to suspend their usual
recreational activities and turn the music off. I told them about the project and
asked if they were interested in designing and developing the new facility. They
were and we began an eighteen month process which resulted in the London
Connection opening.
I started by asking the young people to educate me about what it was like to be
homeless in London. They were asked to describe what it was like when first
arriving, after a week and a month. They were then asked what was and would be
helpful to support young people during this period. From this the new project was
built around a café which was to be the main access point.
We did a listing exercise around the main things affecting young homeless people.
I then got them to prioritise the most important to them. Employment or lack of it
came out as a high priority. The ideas for youth training and workspaces emerged
and were built into the design.
Once the building was identified the architects were engaged to work with the
young people to design the building. The architect was a willing and enthusiastic
participant as were the young people. The process resulted in a project and building
which the young people had real ownership of. It was relevant to the needs and
wants of homeless young people and, most importantly, there were a group of
young people who were motivated and activated.
Unfortunately the youth work culture in the agencies was extremely conservative.
At every turn I hit a wall of scepticism and indifference. I had to ask the youth
workers to ‘suspend their disbelief’ that anyone would want to be involved. I was
repeatedly told that “their lives are too chaotic” to be involved over an extended
period. However we had a core group that saw the process through from beginning
to end and the young people got a building and a project that they were proud of.
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The “Reflection” Stage
Critical reflection is essential if the group is to move forward. It requires all the skill of the
Social Action worker to facilitate the group to reflect on the action, particularly if it did
not achieve what it set out to (although the excitement induced by a successful action can
make it equally as hard to critically reflect).
The key to this stage is to frame the reflection using the Social Action process again:

WHAT – happened in the action? – WHAT - went well? WHAT - didn’t go so well?
WHY -

did it go well?

WHY - didn’t it go so well?

Key Points:
Use questions like: what could be done differently another time? If we had
approached it in a different way would we have got a different outcome?

Be creative – use art, drama, song, rap, creative writing, video.
Encourage praise and validation – be specific and keep criticism constructive
Reinforce achievements – but do not become a ‘cheer leader’ – it is critical

reflection that is required at this stage.

Record achievements – make sure the action is recorded using photos, video, press

clippings, posts on websites, facebook etc.

Distinguish between process achievements and outcomes -

Sometimes it is possible for the process to have been good, but the outcomes disappointing.

HOW do you want to move forward/proceed?
From here the group can plan new actions and then reflect on them using the same model.
They can also decide not to proceed to the next stage if they do not wish to do so. This is
a voluntary and negotiated relationship and it is important to initiate a discussion at this
stage that evaluates the process as well as the content. You can also review roles within
the group – this is a good opportunity to suggest the group takes on more responsibility for
facilitation, with the workers moving into the background and/or possibly leaving the group
altogether – the group takes over (Mullender and Ward 1991).
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Case Studies:
Work with Somali Refugees
q

Housing Feasibility Study

With Ian Boulton I worked with the Somali and Chilean refugee communities
through Praxis, a community project in Bethnal Green, London. We were engaged
to train the two refugee communities in research methods so they could carry
out a housing feasibility study. We did this using the Social Action process and
methods. We worked with community leaders, elders and young people to identify
community housing need and to engage with housing providers, primarily the local
authorities and housing associations, to try to generate a wider range of options to
meet the community need.
Relatively early in the project the political situation in Chile stabilised and most of
the Chilean participants returned home.
We used mainly verbal and active participation methods due to language
barriers and the fact that Somali is primarily an unwritten language. The younger
community members born in the UK spoke and read English but the elders and
former combatants from the civil war did not.
We worked through the Social Action process and the action phase was the
research to establish the range and scale of the community housing need. Once
completed the findings were taken out to the housing providers and options were
explored with them to address this unmet need. As a result a range of housing
was developed and options offered to the community. This ranged from short life
housing tenancies to a bespoke development in the docks for former seamen.
q

Community Needs Analysis – Tower Hamlets City Challenge

Praxis persuaded City Challenge, a community regeneration scheme, to invest
resources in a Somali community needs analysis. City Challenge did not have
any contact with the Somali community, which made up a significant minority in
the Borough. The Centre for Social Action was again engaged through Praxis to
support this work because of the success of the previous work and the credibility
the approach that had built up in the community. We engaged three younger
community members as researchers (two young men and a young woman) and
established an advisory group of community leaders to advise on the work. The
researchers were based in the Tower Hamlets Community Relations Council. Ian
and I again trained the researchers and supervised their work.
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An analysis of the community was carried out by age groups and gender and then
the researchers carried out individual interviews and focus groups to ensure all
sections had their voices heard.
One of the most interesting contradictions in the research came when the steering
group advised that the researchers had to interview the community along gender
lines – men interviewing men and the women interviewing women. However
they didn’t take account of the strict age hierarchy in Somali culture so that when
the young men went to interview their elders they were very polite but would not
tell them anything of use to the research. Eventually out of frustration the young
woman researcher went to the male elders lunch club and using her ‘charm’ and
‘cockney nouse’ extracted lots of rich information. This was fed back to the advisory
group and a very interesting and funny conversation ensued.
There were few tangible results or changes as a result of this study as the City
Challenge did not implement the findings and was soon after disbanded. However
it did build community capacity at a number of levels and introduce the community
members to the political and funding structures in the Borough.
q

Somaliland Development and Returning Home Project

This project came about as a result of the previous two projects. This time the
community leaders approached the Centre for Social Action directly and asked
with support to get funding to do a development and returning home project. We
applied for and secured funding through a European programme. We employed
four community members as facilitators to develop community groups in London,
Cardiff, Liverpool and Sheffield. These groups would provide a focus for three areas
of activity: The first was to develop responses to community need in the UK. The
third part was to develop a range of community initiatives in Somaliland (northern
Somalia which was previously a British protectorate) focusing on social, economic,
business development and job creation activities. The second part linked the
whole programme with the returning home project which worked with community
members who wished to return home.
The UK groups met and set their own priorities based on local UK needs in their
respective communities. The programme was organised around a number of fact
finding visits to Somaliland. Community members were selected by the groups to go
on these visits based on a set of criteria which included age and gender. The groups
also decided on the themes for each visit, on what was to be studied. They then
reported back to the wider community group on return to the UK
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The project was most successful in parts two and three. It generated a number of
community links back home, community initiatives and businesses in Somaliland.
People reconnected with their families and communities after being separated
because of the civil war. A number of people who participated in the project did in
fact return home, including two of the facilitators.
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Exercises:
Here are a couple of exercises you can use for critical reflection:
q
q

Messages exercise
SWOT review

Messages
Purpose: To help the group clarify their thinking and develop their ideas for

communicating to others outside the group.

How We Do It:

1. Decide who you want the messages to be for. They can be for:
q

The group themselves

q

Other community members – parents, older people, residents, etc

q

Professionals – teachers, police, social workers

q

Politicians – local/national

2. Give the group four prompts, and ask them to complete the sentences.

The Prompts are:
You must…..
Please remember…..
What about trying…..?
It would be a good idea if…….
3. Get the group to decide how it is going to deliver the messages to the people
concerned.

Why it works:

The prompts enable the group to think about what they want to say/communicate
to themselves and others in a creative way. It enables the group to articulate their
demands and challenge others, who are often in positions of power over the group
members. It also creates a forward momentum in making demands on others to
improve things for the group.

When Can You Use It:

This exercise works best towards the end of the process although it can be used
earlier if the group is getting stuck in thinking about what the issues are.

Social Action–co-creating social change

67

Things To Consider:

You can change the prompts to suit the setting for the group. If your group struggles
with making demands then you can find different, more appropriate forms of words
that achieve the same ends.

Credits:

Writing For A Change, National Writing Project, USA

SWOT
Purpose:

Useful exercise in helping a group in their planning or in evaluating their work or
an event. It can be used as part of a wider strategic planning process or as a stand
alone exercise.

How We Do It:

You begin by introducing what SWOT stands for:

S – Strengths
W – Weaknesses
O – Opportunities
T – Threats
You then identify with the group the thing you are going to SWOT – it can be the
group itself, a project or event.
You can put 4 flip charts on the wall, one for each part of the SWOT, and get group
members to write their ideas on the paper. Alternatively you can use post its and get
people to write them for each part of the SWOT and place them on the appropriate
chart.
When everyone is finished you can go through each flip chart with the group as a
whole or divide the group into 4 and they can work in small groups. You can discuss
ideas and reach consensus or rank ideas in levels of importance.

Why it works:

It can be used as a planning or a reflection exercise. It can help groups analyse
themselves or their planned action.

When You Can Use It:

During the How or the Reflection stage of the group
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Issues To Consider:

Make sure everyone is able to participate or their ideas are represented.

Materials:
q

Flip charts, marker pens, post its and pens

Dynamix suggest changing the words:
Strengths – what was good?
Weaknesses – what was bad?
Opportunities – what could happen now?
Threats – what might stop things happening?
Training – what help do you need?
References, Credits and Links:

Participation, Spice it up. Dynamix. SCF 2002
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Conclusion
The development of Social Action has been a journey over the last 35 years. I believe
this approach is as relevant today as it was when as a young youth and community
worker I came together with Dave Ward and others in Nottingham to begin to
articulate and test out a different approach and way of working. Without the works
of Paulo Freire, Steve Biko, Mike Oliver and others to guide us (see The Ideas and
Outcomes of Social Action www.socialaction.info ) this journey would have been
all the harder. The concepts of mutuality, empowerment and experts by experience
are moving up the social policy agenda. Personalisation and co-production cannot
move forward without a radical re-think of the role and skills needed by professionals.
At the heart of Social Action is changing the power relations and dynamics of the
relationship between communities and community members on the one hand and
professionals and agencies engaged in community development/service delivery on
the other. This requires the paradigm shift that Social Action offers. This is a journey
that we must take. It is my hope that this Companion will inspire and encourage a
new generation of practitioners and policy makers to develop Social Action in a wide
variety of new arenas.
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