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..and most urgently of all, it is time for
(non-disabled) professionals to recognise the
right of (disabled) persons to self control, and
therefore to gracefully step to one side, into a
role where they, as professionals, are no longer
on top but rather on tap – as allies
David Werner

washing one’s hands of the conflict between
the powerful and the powerless means to
side with the powerful, not to remain
neutral
Paulo Freire
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Foreword
Renewed Interest in Social Action
The beginning of the second decade of the 21st Century is a contradictory and interesting
time for Social Action practitioners. There has never been so much interest from politicians
and policy makers in Social Action. On the one hand it can be seen as an approach ‘whose
time has come’ with a renewed interest in individual and community action. On the other
there is deep suspicion that this interest coincides with enormous public spending cuts and
a radical reshaping of the social policy agenda. Whatever view you take it is an opportunity
to put Social Action centre stage across the human services. It also has to be welcomed
that the work of Paulo Freire and Saul Alinsky is being referenced and promoted in the UK
even if it is in the context of ‘Big Society‘.
This will hopefully introduce a whole new generation of practitioners and community
activists to the ideas which have been so powerful and influential in the development of
Social Action world wide.
Ever since Social Action developed in the late 1970s it has been operating in an environment
of competing concepts. With the rise of New Right politics, challenging the post war
welfare state orthodoxies and social democratic consensus, Social Action has had to find
spaces within statutory and voluntary sectors in order to grow and develop.
Social Action is a model of community development which has been applied in settings
across the globe. It is an approach that is relevant to youth work, disability, community
cohesion, child care, education, social work, justice, health, housing and all other areas of
the human services. Social Action is a powerful tool for social change because it facilitates
people to empower themselves and take action to address common issues, problems and
concerns.
There is interest in Social Action from left, middle and right of the political spectrum –
although these boundaries have become increasingly blurred and confused over the last
30 years. The right sees people who are dependent on welfare taking personal responsibility.
For the left they see oppressed people challenging the state. It is beyond the scope of this
book to explore the ideological underpinnings of these differing ideological approaches in
detail. Rather it is intended to excite the reader with a way of working that is both
powerful and effective.
Social Action has been influenced and inspired by social movements and people taking
action against injustice. We have been inspired by the power and energy generated by
people taking collective action on things they feel strongly about to achieve progress and
social change. The powerful critiques of injustice and oppression offered by self directed
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groups and user led organisations has helped us understand, articulate and develop
our methodologies. A belief and optimism in people, given the opportunity to bring
about positive personal and social change, is more important than academic debate
about ideology.
There is a real connection however between the situation now and the early 1980s
when Social Action was developing and that is a crisis in the economy and a mis-trust of
leadership in all areas of society. There is no part of the establishment that has not been hit
by scandal and corruption. The economic and social problems we have today have their
roots in Thatcher and Reagan’s attempts to re-balance the economies away from equity
and social cohesion in favour of big business, profits and the wealth of the super rich.
Governments of all colours in the West have adopted free market policies which
accelerate the economic and social divisions in our societies. This has led to a cynicism
and division on the one hand and a search for new meanings and leadership to address
this pervasive malaise on the other.
What has not changed over the last 30 years is an anger and frustration in communities
that so much professional practice is still rooted in negative assumptions and labelling.
It seems that there is still so much investment in seeing people who use services as
‘the other’, with all the implied notions of superiority and inferiority. These notions are
deeply rooted in our history and culture and have to be understood, deconstructed and
addressed if our practice is to truly connect with the lived experience of the people and
communities with whom we work.
The challenge for us as professionals and community activists is to develop practices
that are both helpful and empowering. Social Action is an approach that embraces this
optimism, captures the possibilities for social development and articulates a way of
working that leads to better outcomes for all concerned.
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Co-Production – Beyond Service User Involvement
Co-production provides a new paradigm for developing health and social care in the
context of personalisation. Social Action is the methodology for delivering co-production.
Research by the Social Care Institute for Excellence (scie) illuminates the transformative
nature of this approach:
q
		
		
		
		
		

“Co-production is a potentially transforming way of thinking about power,
resources, partnerships, risks and outcomes. It requires a shift in culture
within statutory organisations – with professionals able and confident to
share power and accept user expertise, leading to ‘no decisions about us
without us’. Co-production can deliver service models which are preferred
by the public, more cost effective and less wasteful.

q
		

Co-production emphasises that people are not passive recipients of services
and have assets and expertise which can help improve services.

q
		
		

Co-production is a potentially transformative way of thinking about power,
resources, partnerships, risks and outcomes, not an off-the-shelf model of
service provision or a single magic solution.

q
		
		
		

‘To act as partners, both users and providers must be empowered’.
Co-production means involving citizens in collaborative relationships with
more empowered frontline staff who are able and confident to share power
and accept user expertise.

q
		
		

Staff should be trained in the benefits of co-production, supported in
positive risk-taking and encouraged to identify new opportunities for
collaboration with people who use services.

q
		

People should be encouraged to access co-productive initiatives, recognising
and supporting diversity among the people who use services.

q
		
		

The creation of new structures, regulatory and commissioning practices and
financial streams is necessary to embed co-production as a long-term rather
than ad hoc solution.

q
		

Learning from existing international case studies of co-production while
recognising the contribution of initiatives reflecting local needs is important.

“Co-production has been the focus of much recent attention, within both public policy and
practice. It relates to the generation of social capital – the reciprocal relationships that build
trust, peer support and social activism within communities. Co-production is also being used
as a way of talking about participation and community involvement in social care
services in the context of personalization”.
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If it is to be a truly new and transformative approach co-production needs Social Action
as its methodology. If it is to live up to the aspirations of shifting and sharing power,
working in a new paradigm and building truly collaborative relationships, co-production
needs a set of principles and processes that are consistent. As with many concepts and
policy frameworks they are only helpful if they don’t remain as fine words trapped on
paper. They need to live through practice that changes the world for the better.
The challenges for the relationship between services and the role of practitioners are
taken up in the nef research which focuses on the differences between needs based and
asset based services:

Doing Services Differently – local innovations for disabled
people, nef report October 2012
Table 1: Needs-based and asset-based services
http://www.neweconomics.org/publications/doing-services-differently
Needs-based services

Asset-based services

Professionals doing things to and for
service users

Services supporting and enabling service users to
do things for themselves wherever possible

Decisions being made on behalf of
services users/ service users being
represented by others

Genuine choice and control by service users,
advocating for themselves and others

Consultation on services

Co-design of services between professionals and
service users

Traditional professional/service user split
– professionals deliver services to service
users

Co-delivery of services between professionals and
service users

Mainly one-to-one relationship between
professionals and service users

Service users are part of active supportive networks
and communities
(for example, peer support)

Relying on professionals to provide
information

Supporting and enabling service users to find and
use information themselves

Because they focus on the most urgent
needs, services and interventions are
largely reactive and (at best) ameliorative;
as a result, these services are less likely to
be sustainable (affordable)

Because they recognise and build on assets,
services and interventions are more preventative
and so help build resilience and independence; as
a result, if properly designed and resourced, these
services are more likely to be sustainable

However
there
are veryinfew
examples
of practice
that enable the practitioner to
Three principles
for innovation
services
and support
for
disabled people
implement
an asset
based
with service users.
By ‘social innovation’
we mean
the artco-productive
of doing something relationship
radically
different for the purpose of promoting social justice. Innovation in

services notions
for disabledthat
people
should
not only improve
the lives of public and social policy discourse are
Other
are
entering
or re-entering
disabled people, they should also model and promote social change;
disabled people’s
lives
can only be fundamentally
improvedare
through
reciprocity
and
mutuality.
These concepts
underpinning new ideas around community
social change.
development and social enterprise. With its roots in the co-operative movement,
From this, we suggest three principles for innovation in services and
support for disabled
people,
based on what
people
the
mutuality
is being
reinvented
indisabled
a variety
ofwant
initiatives.
As with all ideas that come in
outcomes of social innovation to be.
and out of fashion in social policy there are a range of ways of implementing them.
1. Firstly, and most obviously, innovation should improve the lives
There
is a people
continuum,
as cantobe
seen
with Hart’s
of disabled
and their families,
include
providing
greater ladder of participation (page 14) in the
choice and control (‘voice’) to them, so that they can participate
context
rights, with
at one end and meaningful at
more fullyof
in children’s
society. This improvement
mighttokenistic
be difficult toapproaches
specify
in advance, since by definition it will depend on what individuals
the
other. Social Action takes these ideas and places them at the meaningful end of the
want from their own lives – what ‘participation’ in society means to
them. As illustrated
in many
of the
studies
laterto
in life fine policy ideas.
spectrum.
Social
Action
iscase
a way
of included
bringing
this report, this is likely to mean that services are designed around
identifying and responding to what individuals want, rather than
assuming this on their behalf.
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Chapter 1
What is Social Action?
Social Action is an approach for the 21st Century and the possibilities for developing Social
Action are endless. It is a way of working across the human services, a method of community
development that is both progressive and effective. It provides a way forward for
communities and professionals looking to implement the goals of personalisation,
co-production, localism, partnership, social inclusion, community cohesion, participation,
involvement, self-advocacy, anti-oppressive practice and anti-discriminatory working.
Social Action has been used in many different settings in countries around the globe. It is
truly an international practice that can be tried and adapted for many different settings.
While the context may change there are some things that remain constant - the values,
principles and methods. These however are not static or set in stone. They evolve, change
and are built on, every time a Social Action group meets. However the cornerstones of the
approach are non-negotiable.
Social Action redefines the relationship between professionals and communities and service
users. It creates a negotiated and democratic framework for true partnership working. It
is inclusive rather than exclusive and engages the most ‘hard to reach’ groups because it
starts from their understanding of what needs to change and engages them in this process.
This is in contrast to many approaches that define communities and people in negative
terms, seeing them as the problem to be tackled, changed, modified.
Most practice sees the responsibility for change with the practitioner. Professionals are
taught, assessed and rewarded on their ability to do to, for and on behalf of the people and
communities they are paid to work with. Their responsibility is often to ‘process’ people
through tasks and programmes designed by others. These broadly fall into four categories:
compensation, reparation, modification and paternalism. I will outline the main tenets of each:

Compensation
This approach sees people and or communities as being deprived. This can be economic,
environmental, or social deprivation. The aim is to compensate for this by providing
experiences that are normally denied in everyday life. This often takes the form of activity or recreational programmes, sometimes in the community or taking people away from
a ‘bad environment’. However, taking people away from their communities and environment does nothing to address the underlying causes of challenges people face. People
can only access this approach through professionals and organisations who organise
activities for people to consume. There is little or no learning about how to organise and
make sustained, positive changes as part of everyday life, as everything is done to, for and
on behalf of people.
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Reparation
This approach sees people as having caused ‘trouble’ or offended in the community and
therefore being required to pay back a ‘debt’. The focus here is on the individual and their
offending behaviour. It is applied as though crime and offending is an individual decision/act,
without any social context. This is often used as an alternative to custodial sentences. The
programmes often take the form of community service or ‘pay back’ schemes.
The people taking part in reparation schemes are largely poor males who have been caught
‘offending’. The approach does nothing to address root causes of offending or power
imbalances and discrimination in the criminal justice system. It very much reinforces existing
power relationships and the status quo.

Modification
This approach sees the individual or community as ‘sick’ and in need of individual or social
modification. It pathologises individuals, sections of or whole communities as ‘mad or bad’.
Depending on which of these definitions you are labelled with you will be therapised or
taught to modify behaviour.
Cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT) is very popular at the moment in the justice, social and
health care systems because it can be administered in small doses – usually six sessions and
can show short term changes.
By focussing solely on individual pathology, behaviour and responsibility the approach ignores
the wider social and economic environment. Because this approach addresses symptoms
rather than the complexity of people’s lives and the causes of their problems it leaves all the
wider social and power relations in place.

Paternalism
This approach assumes that professionals know what is best for you, service users are there
to be done to, for, or on behalf of. They are not capable of doing it or organising things for
themselves. They need to be helped. They have lots of ‘problems’ so
professional expertise is necessary to manage interventions and services on their behalf. The
service delivery model is based on participants/clients being more or less passive recipients of
services organised by others on their behalf. Services are designed and run by professionals
and people either use them or they don’t – one size fits all.
The outcomes of this approach are likely to be dependency, disempowerment, expensive
‘take it or leave it’ services, developmental delay, social isolation and exclusion.
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Social Action
As already outlined, this approach starts from people’s own understandings and concerns
and aims to facilitate a process of learning development and change based on the issues
the person wants to tackle. It should enable people to empower themselves and to work
at people’s own pace on things that matter to them. This should result in more confident
and empowered individuals and groups and personalised approaches and services
wrapped around the individual or group based on their own identification of needs. Because
ideas, issues and action are owned by the individual or group the change that occurs is
more profound and long lasting.
What each of these non-Social Action approaches fails to grasp is the complex nature of
social issues and problems. They are mono causal and fail to take account of or address
wider structural issues. They also fail to activate community members as agents of change
in their communities. All are professionally led with community members being passive
recipients or participants. Involvement in the activities by community members usually
ends when the programme finishes.
Many social programmes today emphasise user involvement and engagement. However
the challenge is to take these concepts to new levels and make them real rather than
empty words on paper. There are a range of policy initiatives that require public
authorities to engage with their citizens in new and potentially exciting ways. There is also
long experience of, and wide cynicism around participation and consultation both among
professionals carrying it out and communities on the receiving end. The phenomenon of
consultation fatigue is widely documented and there is wide acknowledgement that
consultation has failed as a methodology for designing and developing services.

Participation approaches
Models of participation

Participation is defined as “The process of sharing decisions which affect one’s life and
the life of the community in which one lives. It is the means by which a democracy is built
and it is a standard against which democracies should be measured. Participation is a
fundamental right of citizenship.” (Hart R (1992) Children’s Participation: From Tokenism to
Citizenship Unicef page 5)
Models of participation often draw on two key influences. The first relates specifically to
children and young people - the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child and
the second is Roger Hart’s Ladder of Participation (Hart, 1992).
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Since the UK government ratified the Convention, participatory and consultation
initiatives have been developed at local and national levels in statutory and voluntary
agencies. It has changed the map of consultation and participation of children and
young people profoundly. The key fact about the Convention and Article 12 most
particularly is that it is here to stay – it cannot be withdrawn if people change their
minds or decide youth participation is too difficult or too bothersome.
Article 1 establishes the right of children to participate in decision-making. “This key
article grants all children and young people who are able to form views the right to
express and have their views taken into account in all matters that affect them.
” (Willow, 2002).
Article 12.1 says, ‘States Parties shall assure to the child who is capable of forming his
or her own views the right to express those views freely in all matters affecting the
child, the views of the child being given due weight in accordance with age and
maturity of the child’.
Sherry Arnstein first developed the ladder of participation in 1969 (Willow, 2002, p.48)
Hart adapted it especially for work with children and young people in 1992. The ladder
of participation offers practitioners, policy makers and politicians a model for thinking
about the issues entailed with in involving children and a way of measuring their
current approach.
Participation is often discredited in communities and by service users because it is seen
as tokenistic. Implicit in the term is a division between those who set the agenda for
others to participate in. This is illustrated in Hart’s Ladder of Participation which offers
a continuum from tokenistic to meaningful engagement.
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Children have the ideas, set up the project,
and invite adults to join with them in making decisions.

8. Child-initiated,
shared decisions with
adults

Adults have the initial idea but children are
involved in every step of the planning and
implimentation. Not only are their views
considered, but they are also involved in taking
the decisions.

6. Adult-initiated,
shared decisions with
children

The project is designed and run by adults
but children are consulted. they have a
full understanding of the process and their
opinions are taken seriously.
Adults decide on the project and
children volunteer for it. The children
understand the project and know who
decided they should be involved and
why. Adults respect their views.

7. Child-initiated and
directed

5. Consulted and
informed

4. Assigned but
informed

3. Tokensim

Non-Participation

Degrees of Participation

Children have the initial idea and decide how the
project is to be carried out. Adults are available but do
not take charge.

2. Decoration

1. Manipulation

Children are asked to say what they think about
an issue but have little or no choice about the
way they express those views or the scope of the
ideas they can express.
Children take part in an event e.g. by singing, dancing
or wearing T shirts with logos on, but they do not
really understand the issues.
Children do or say what adults suggest they do, but have
no real understanding of the issues, OR children are asked
what they think, adults use some of their ideas but do not
tell them what influence they have had on the final decision.

The ladder of participation. (Taken from ‘The right to play and children’s participation’ by
Roger Hart, in The Article 31 Action Park, published by PLAY.TRAIN,1995)
The ladder is a simplification of the real world and as such needs treating with caution,
however it is a useful tool. It enables us to quickly check whether we are really doing all
we can in a situation to empower the people we are working with. It also allows for the
possibility that participation does not have to be an all or nothing thing. There are small
adjustments we can all make to begin to move ourselves further up the ladder.
The ladder of participation does not as with so many models offer any practical ways or
methods of involving children and young people in decision making.
Today the agenda has largely moved on from participation and consultation to new areas
such as co-production and personalisation. These open up new possibilities for social
action. Social Action is one way of ensuring our practice is as high up the ladder as possible.
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Social Action approaches
Social Action is an approach that facilitates people to articulate and understand outcomes
and goals in a way that goes beyond identifying wants and needs. It puts the responsibility
for addressing and overcoming barriers with the citizen not the professional. With its emphasis
on handing the agenda and action over to citizens, Social Action provides a methodology
for practitioners and service users to achieve this. Social Action takes as its starting point
the lived experience of people and that people are experts in their own lives. However it
doesn’t leave people here. It facilitates people to go on a journey of uncovering things for
themselves and gives them the tools to address things that they prioritise as being
important.
Social Action is more than consultation or just listening to people – it is about affecting
decision making and creating change. Not all of what is currently called participation goes
this far. Many consultation processes very effectively collect the views, concerns and
opinions of people, but do not involve them in the creation and implimentation of solutions
and implementing them. Social Action has always been about moving towards the achievement
of change. Social Action stops participation being seen as an end in itself.
Social Action as a practice was originally developed out of a commitment to social justice and
linked with this, dissatisfaction with conventional practice, education and training in the human
service professions – social work, youth work, probation, teaching and community
development. More recently the model has also been applied to health, child care, social
care, disability and social housing.
The criticisms we articulated as workers/professionals were similar, and often inspired by
the experiences and criticisms of community members and service users. As workers our
motivation for entering the human services was to be helpful, to make a positive difference.
However our work and the intervention of our agencies in the lives of community members
were often not seen as either positive or helpful.
Social Action arose out of this critique, and a desire to do things differently. With its roots
in the UK, Social Action now works with community members of all ages, backgrounds and
abilities on four continents. It has forged alliances between ordinary people and
professionals who work in partnership to create social change together.
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.

Ideas and Outcomes of Social Action

16
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/community
members. It intentionally strives to integrate into the practice the 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.

Ideas and Outcomes of Social Action

17

Chapter 2
Ideas that informed the development of Social Action
This chapter sets out the clear foundations upon which Social Action is built. These are the
theories, people and movements that inspired us and acted as a guide for the development
of the approach.
Social Action has developed its theoretical position by drawing on a number of approaches.
Initially Social Action was influenced strongly by the ideas of Paulo Freire (1970) the Brazilian
liberationist educator. It was also influenced by the writings of Marx and Engels and
community organizers and activists like Saul Alinsky (1971). In the 1980s and 1990s as it
developed, Social Action drew heavily on the thinking and writings of the disability
movement (for example see: Oliver, 1990; Zarb, 1992; Morris, 1998, Beresford, 2000, Hurst
and Albert, 2006, the black activist movement in the USA and South Africa (for example
see: George Jackson, Angela Davis, Steve Biko) and the feminist movement/research (for
example see: Annie Oakley). Debates in youth work (Bernard Davies, Paul Willis) on
participation and empowerment (Mark Smith, creators not consumers 1980) and children’s
rights (Hart, 1995; Shier, 2001 ) have also influenced our work.
The following sections discuss the ideas of these thinkers in more detail:

Paolo Freire
Paolo Freire was a Brazilian educator who linked literacy with development and social
change. For Freire, education is political – it is either domesticating or liberating. Traditional
education is based on a banking model where the teacher (expert) makes deposits of
knowledge, which the student (object) banks to be regurgitated in exams. In traditional
(domesticating) education he describes the student as an empty vessel into which the
teacher pours knowledge. For Freire education is the practice of liberation both for the
student and the teacher.

Banking approach
•

Teacher seen as possessing all
essential information

•

Pupils seen as “empty vessels”
needing to be filled with knowledge

•

Teacher talks

•

Pupils absorb passively

•

Knowledge seen as a ready-made
package of reliable information that
must be passed from one person to
another

Problem-posing approach
•

Animator provides a framework for
thinking, creative, active participants
to consider a common problem and
find solutions

•

Animator raises questions: why, how,
who?

•

Participants are active, describing,
analysing, suggesting, deciding,
planning

•

People are actively involved in the
social construction of knowledge
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‘Pouring knowledge into an empty head’

This builds on the earlier work of Gramsci.
“…the relationship between teacher and pupil is active and reciprocal so that every teacher
is always a pupil and every pupil a teacher” (Gramsci. 1971, p350, quoted from Ledwith M.
2005, The Policy Press, p 113 – 132)
‘Both partners are liberated as they begin to learn, the one to know self as a being of worth
– notwithstanding the stigma of illiteracy, poverty or technological ignorance – and the
other capable of dialogue in spite of the straight jacket imposed by the role of educator as
one who knows.’ (Goulet D, Introduction to Education for Critical Consciousness, Freire P,
1974).
Ledwith (1997) writes about his work as being about cultural politics: ‘it either reproduces
existing social relations or it presents a challenge for democratic participation.’
Freire has influenced education, health and community development workers globally. In
an international development context he critiqued the role of agricultural extension
workers and the ‘aid’ or ‘helping’ relationships which are based on an ideology of paternalism,
social control and non-reciprocity between experts and ‘helpees’. Instead he poses an
approach based on equality, the abolition of privilege and non-elitist forms of leadership.
This does not de-role or de-skill the Social Action practitioner. Rather it emphasises a
different set of skills. These are: listening; being interested in what matters to people;
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asking open questions and listening and accepting answers (even when they clash with
your own values/view of the world); facilitating open conversations; humility about what
you don’t know as well as what you do know. Social Action facilitators engage in dialogue
with community members and learn together how they can apply their common partial
knowledge of the subject being problematised. Freire challenged the notion of donors and
recipients (see Pedagogy of the Oppressed and Cultural Action for Freedom). For Social
Action this means addressing the power relations between the paid professional and the
‘service user’. This means making yourself vulnerable as a worker because you become the
co-creators with community members - the experts in their lives and their world. Your skills
are in facilitating conversations and enabling the ‘experts’ to uncover their worlds. This is
what Friere describes as having the ability to ‘dialogue with educatees in a mode of
reciprocity’.
Social Action has taken his approach and methodology and developed and adapted it to
work across the human services. Freire’s critique of mainstream education in Brazil
resonated with my/our experience of working in communities and different service user
groups in the UK. For the most part we don’t come from the communities in which we
practise. This difference may be based on geography, class, race, gender, disability, age,
sexuality or other forms of difference. The challenge then is to connect with the group or
individual in a way that generates a creative process..
There are three connected parts to Freire’s methods which have influenced and guided
the development of Social Action. 1. Freire’s approach is based on a belief that change
is possible through critical reflection and human action – Praxis. His focus is on enabling
those who are oppressed to transform their own lives and to begin to transform their own
destinies, (Casemore (1983). Praxis is dialogue, which consists of both action and reflection,
or active reflection and reflective action, in an equal or balanced relationship.

INPUT
REFLECTION

ACTION
DO

INPUT

INPUT

THINK

THINK

THINK

PLAN
LOOK

PLAN
LOOK

PLAN
LOOK

DO

DO
(Hope and Timmel 1984)

Ideas and Outcomes of Social Action

20
This dialogue breaks down the traditional relationship between teacher-student and
replaces it with a relationship where roles inter change and the student and the teacher are
co-investigators each reforming their thinking through reflecting with each other. Knowledge
is created and recreated through critical reasoning.
Part two is problematisation, which is a process of finding ‘generative themes’ in communities.
These are issues or situations that excite the community and require action or change.
The possibility of change is indicated by posing questions. Problem posing is a process of
questioning deeper structures; of challenging commonly accepted ideas by posing more
and more questions to dig beneath conventional or common sense explanations of reality;
of raising and analysing contradictions (Kidd and Byram 1982). To be effective the themes
must be coded in the language and culture of the people concerned, drawing on their
experience.
Part three is consientization, this he describes as “a permanent critical approach to reality in
order to discover it and discover the myths that deceive us and help to maintain the
oppressing dehumanising structures, (it) leaves nobody inactive” (Freire, Hard Cheese
1971). Consientisation goes beyond consciousness raising or an awareness of reality and
involves critical development based on experience (Casemore, 1983). This is the process
where people become critically aware of the social, political, economic and environmental
factors that interact in a hegemonic way to limit their lives (Ledwith, 1997). Consientisation
leads to political action.

Alinsky
Saul Alinsky, community activist and writer in the USA in the 1950s/60s, wrote Rules for
Radicals, which influenced our early ideas about the relationship between individual action
and social change. He focused on community organising and was involved with key social
issues of the period, activating communities to challenge injustice.
“It is a grave situation when a people resign their citizenship or when a resident of a great
city, though he may desire to take a hand, lacks the means to participate. That citizen sinks
further into apathy, anonymity, and de-personalization. The result is that he comes to
depend on public authority and a state of civic-sclerosis sets in” (Alinsky. Prologue to Rules
for Radicals 1971).
Alinsky’s work connected with Social Action because his philosophy is “anchored in optimism.
It must be, for optimism brings with it hope for a future with a purpose - and therefore a
will to fight for a better world. Without optimism there is no reason to carry on.”
Alinsky also had clear ideas on the role of the community organiser and how you must look
and behave to engage in effective community organising “with people who do not
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participate in the endless responsibilities of citizenship and are resigned to live lives
determined by others”. Because “to lose your identity as a citizen of democracy is but a
step from losing your identity as a person. People react to this frustration by not acting at
all”. (RE:generate Community Organising: Is it for me? leaflet)
RE;generate go on to summarise what they see as the core of Alinsky’s approach, drawn
from Rules for Radicals:
q
		

As a community organizer, start from where the world is and not as you
would like it to be

q
		
		

People are ready to work to change situations and to tackle problems
that most affect and frustrate them. Organise people around issues and
problems that are important to them

q
		

People start to change from where they are and from the reality they
know best. Change starts in the minds and hearts of the people

(taken from RE:generate Community Organising: Is it for me? leaflet)
Alinsky’s ideas are close to those of Freire’s illustrated here:
“People only understand things in terms of their experience, which means you must get
within their experience. Further, communication is a two-way process. If you try to get your
ideas across to others without paying attention to what they have to say to you, you can
forget about the whole thing” (Ledwith, 2005).

Marxism
“Philosophers have only interpreted the world, in various ways; the point is to change it.”
(Marx, Theses on Feurebach. No. XI, 1845).
A central proposition of Social Action, which draws on Marxist conceptions, is that people
are social actors in their worlds – not merely passive recipients of programmes and services
– “changing the world, but not in circumstances of their choosing” (Marx). The starting
point for Social Action is that a person is shaped by, but also actively shapes their environment.
There is a complex and constantly changing exchange between a person and the environment,
which includes other people, whose own behaviour is not static but subject to the same
dynamic process (Ward (Ed), 1982).
Social Action also challenges the repackaging of public ills and private troubles (Wright
Mills,1970) by moving the spotlight away from the individual experience to locating it in
the wider economic, social and political context within which people experience
‘private troubles’ (Ward and Boeck, 2000). The focus for change is therefore the wider
social context within which the individual and their behaviours exist.
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The work of Gramsci and his notions of hegemony – the way that economic, social and
political forms of domination weave through our lives and minds (Ledwith, 2005, p.113)
informed our thinking. Gramsci (1971) pinpointed how the ideas of the dominant (ruling)
class permeate all aspects of our lives through the institutions of civil society. Through this
process they become ‘common sense’ explanations in the minds of citizens and legitimised.
This process of internalising and accepting the dominant view is the way in which the ruling
class maintains and justifies its dominance but also wins the
active consent of its subjects.
Gramsci’s powerful concept of hegemony influenced the social movements of the 1950s
and 1960s, where oppressed peoples in the national liberation struggles against colonial
domination and groups beginning with women and black people and later the gay and
lesbian and disability communities challenged the dominant societal notions that defined
them as inferior. Challenging the dominant and ‘common sense’ ideological views of
superiority and inferiority was key to the success of these social movements to changing
the world to make it more equal.
Staples (1990) has some powerful ideas about empowerment. He argues that the
discourse in the US places too much emphasis on individual empowerment at the
expense of the collective. He explores the notions of power and powerlessness:
“Yet, powerlessness is not exclusively, or even primarily, an individual problem. It usually
is structural and social in origin and nature. Members of “have-not” groups are not
powerless because of individual personal deficits. They lack power because they
belong to a powerless group. While a few individuals may gain personal success and
measure of power through unusual talent, exceptional intelligence, extraordinary diligence,
or simply good fortune, the bulk of the group’s members remain relatively powerless.”
The emphasis on collective empowerment does not replace the importance of individual
empowerment, but raises an often ignored dimension.
He cites two hypothetical scenarios of a woman who becomes a community activist in
a tenant organisation. In the first scenario the activities she engages in improve her self
confidence and she becomes an effective leader, helping to build the organisation’s collective
empowerment. In the second scenario she uses her increased personal empowerment
to gain access to a training programme, eventually drops out of the tenant group because
of lack of time and later leaves the area through the education and career advancement
gained. The argument illustrates that collective inequality cannot be overcome through
individual action.
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“Individual empowerment is not now, and never will be, the salvation of powerless groups.
To attain social equality, power relations between “haves,” “have-a-littles,” and “have-nots”
must be transformed. This requires a change in the structure of power.
Social change requires Social Action. To the extent that powerlessness and inequality are
structural problems, then solutions logically should be collective rather than individual in
nature. Groups as well as individuals must be empowered in order to change the social
structure. Empowerment must be conceptualised, operationalised, and measured in
corllective as well as individual terms.”
Whilst largely agreeing with Staples, Social Action would maintain that people empower
themselves. It is the role of the Social Action facilitator to enable people to achieve this
through the principles and process articulated below.

Disability Movement
Social Action and the disability rights movement are closely allied. The conception of the
social model of disability by disabled people themselves and the political struggle of
disabled people for independence, access, integration and equality inspired the development of
Social Action. The naming of the medical and social models of disability and the building of a
powerful movement of disabled people was not only enormous progress also for disabled
people but it offered a way forward for other communities and groups denied their rights.
The medical model takes the view that people are disabled by their impairment. The
consequences of this view for disabled people are discrimination and segregation from
mainstream society. The social model reframes the conception of disability. It showed how
society had created barriers and discrimination that prevented disabled people playing a
full and equal part in society. These barriers in housing, health, education, jobs, environment,
etc are what disables people not their impairments. The outcomes of this exclusion from
society for disabled people include:
q

Poverty

q

Lack of physical access

q

Lack of opportunities in education and jobs

q

Denial of choice and civil rights

In other words, people with impairments are disabled by society, and the way it is
organised (Bethell, 2003).
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Self organisation by disabled people into organisations of disabled people was a direct
result of the oppression experienced in segregated institutions and charitable organisations
for disabled people. The social model liberated disabled people from the internalised
oppression that perpetuated inequality and discrimination. The breaking out from the
vicious circle of pity, charity, patronising behaviour and attitudes came out of disabled
people themselves recognising they were in a liberation struggle with similar characteristics
to that of black people, women and gay, lesbian and transgender people.
The medical model and the attitudes and behaviours that go with it create internalised
oppression in disabled people. This phenomenon is where disabled people, who are
viewed and treated as lesser human beings and therefore unequally, begin to believe they
are of less value than others in society and behave accordingly. This profoundly affects the
behaviour and life chances of disabled people. The connections are made in this piece by
Michelin Mason (1990):
“Internalized oppression is not the cause of our mistreatment; it is the result of our
mistreatment. It would not exist without the real external oppression that forms the social
climate in which we exist. Once oppression has been internalized, little force is needed to
keep us submissive. We harbour inside ourselves the pain and the memories, the fears and
the confusions, the negative self-images and the low expectations, turning them into
weapons with which to re-injure ourselves, every day of our lives”
Discrimination and prejudice create a sense of
inferiority in disabled people, and this leads to
further discrimination and prejudice.
This understanding of internalised oppression
comes from gender and race, where women
and black people have forged social movements
to challenge the ideas and practices the core of
their unequal treatment.
The process of change starts with disabled people
themselves, their attitude towards themselves
and their own disability
(Rachel Hurst in Coleridge, 1993)
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“This perhaps sounds the wrong way round: surely it is able bodied people who have to
alter their attitudes first? But as with people suffering oppression of any kind, the truth is
that the oppressor is not likely to change behaviour unless the oppressed person makes the
first move. The harsh reality is that if disabled people see themselves as victims, they will
be treated as victims; if they are sunk in self pity, they will be perceived as pathetic; if they
are hostile to non-disabled people they will be shunned; but if they refuse to see themselves
as victims, if they claim their own dignity, see themselves as positive and able to contribute,
they will be seen as positive and able to contribute”. (Coleridge, 1993)
The key here is that the agents of social change are disabled people themselves. This
understanding of disability helped us as Social Action workers understand our role. The
challenge to and for ‘professional authority’ is encapsulated in the slogans:
“Nothing about us without us” and “Professionals on tap, not on top”

“Nothing About Us Without Us”
“Nothing About Us Without Us” was the slogan adopted by Disabled Peoples’
International (DPI) at its founding in 1981. DPI was established after Rehabilitation
International (RI), then the world’s leading disability charity, refused to permit
adequate representation by disabled people. This slogan has been particularly effective
in capturing a key idea of disabled people’s struggle for human rights - self determination
is essential for achieving true equality.
This was clearly acknowledged in the 1993 UN Standard Rules on the Equalisation of
Opportunities for Persons with Disabilities. Rule 18 says, “States should recognise
the rights of persons with disabilities to represent persons with disabilities at national,
regional and local levels. States should also recognise the advisory role of organisations
of persons with disabilities in decision-making on disability matters”.
“Nothing About Us Without Us” is also in line with the more general human rights
approach to development cooperation. For example the UK’s Department for
International Development (DFID) holds that “The human rights approach to
development means empowering people to take their own decisions, rather than being
the passive objects of choices made on their behalf.’
The ideas of self-determination and human rights developed and fought for by us in
our international disability movement and encapsulated in “Nothing About Us Without
Us” are also at the very heart of the new UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with
Disabilities.
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Black Civil Rights
The black civil rights movement in the US and the struggle against the apartheid
regime in South Africa gave inspiration and courage to Social Action workers to take sides
with oppressed communities and groups in the UK. The self-organisation and direction of
the Black Consciousness Movement led by Steve Biko and the Black
Panthers in America were helpful in showing what can be achieved by oppressed people
joining together in groups to address injustice and oppression. One of the
most helpful aspects are the writings on internalised oppression ;
“Black consciousness is an attitude of mind and a way of life…Its essence is the realisation
by the black man of the need to rally with his brothers around the cause of their oppression
– the blackness of their skin – and to operate as a group to rid themselves of the shackles
that bind them to perpetual servitude… The philosophy of Black Consciousness therefore
expresses group pride and the determination of the black to and attain the envisaged
self…. At the heart of this kind of thinking is the realisation by blacks that the most potent
weapon in the hands of the oppressor is the mind of the oppressed. If one is free at heart,
no man-made chains can bind one to servitude….. Hence thinking along the lines of Black
Consciousness makes the black man see himself as complete in himself.” (Apologies for the
inappropriately sexist language, it is how it was written).
Biko (1986)
Another key aspect was understanding the role of allies. This pre-dates the writings in the
disability movement, in fact disabled people were inspired by the writings of Steve Biko,
George Jackson and other liberation fighters. It is worth also reading Donald Woods’ book,
Biko for an account of the often difficult power relationships between black and white
people in the liberation struggle. Anne Bishop (1994) in her book Becoming an Ally:
Breaking the Cycle of Oppression has written about the six steps to becoming an ally:
“The need to understand this process is behind my effort to generalize from my own
experience, and that of others around me, and begin to create a theory of how one
becomes an ally to other oppressed people. Becoming an ally is a liberating experience, but
very different from liberating your own people and, in some ways, more painful. I want to
provide a resource for, and open up a conversation with, others who are traveling this road
with me.
In my experience, there are six steps involved in becoming an ally”
1.

understanding oppression, how it came about, how it is held in place, and
how it stamps its pattern on the individuals and institutions that continually
recreate it;
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2.

understanding different oppressions, how they are similar, how they differ,
how they reinforce one another;

3.

consciousness and healing;

4.

becoming a worker for your own liberation;

5.

becoming an ally;

6.

maintaining hope.
Bishop (1994,2002)

Applying this understanding to the development of Social Action had a number of
impacts. Work was developed across all communities making sure members of
ethnic minority communities were included. A number of projects worked alongside
the black community, including – Rock and Reggae and Asian Girls Groups.

Feminism
The development of Social Action has also been influenced by feminism and some of
the feminist writers in the 70’s and 80’s. The most important concept from feminism
that contributed to Social Action is the notion that the personal is political. This
concept became one of the central principles of Social Action – the recognition that
the causes of personal problems are rooted in the political, economic and structural
aspects of society, but the problems themselves are experienced in a very personal
way. Feminism also encouraged us to think about the need for consistency in our
approach, both in our work and the rest of our lives. It is not possible to hold one set
of values at work and another for the rest of your life.
Those thinkers and authors who sought to integrate black, women and class struggles
made a particular contribution to our thinking. They attempted to explore the
complex interconnections of different forms of oppression and sought to find ways
that would liberate everybody. Angela Davis wrote that we must ‘strive to lift as we
climb – climb in such a way so as to ensure that all climb with us’.
(Davis, 1989)
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Chapter 3
Outcomes from Using Social Action – an evaluation by
Professor Joan Arches, UMASS, Boston, USA
Background
Social Action practitioners have been involved in working with groups applying self-directed
groupwork techniques for the past 33 years. The approach had its origins and continues to
be used with numerous youth projects. As part of a year’s sabbatical in 1999/2000.
Professor Joan Arches, University of Massachusetts, Boston, USA had the opportunity to
conduct research on the impact of Social Action over time. This Chapter reflects on the
different responses and insights from three different groups of youth, who participated in
CSA projects, about the impact of Social Action on their lives.

The Projects
Three Social Action projects were selected for evaluation, spanning different time frames.
They were all located in the Midlands, UK with young people in urban, low-income housing
estates. These case studies and their evaluations should not be compared, but can be
helpful as they serve to begin to identify both the strengths and limitations in these
projects, which should be studied further to assess the impact and potential of Social
Action with youth. These cases raise questions and point to the possibilities of using Social
Action as a viable practice modality to encourage youth participation and civic engagement.
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The Ainsley Teenage Action Group
In 1979, as part of their jobs, a Probation Officer, the Director of Nottingham Young
Volunteers (a small local voluntary organisation) and a university social work
lecturer, who all shared a common philosophy and approach to working with community
groups, set up a Social Action project for young people in trouble with the police.
The group they put together was called the Ainsley Teenage Action Group (ATAG).
It was created after young people on their estate committed a series of burglaries. The
group met with the goals of 1) encouraging group members to help themselves; 2)
facilitating awareness of policies and decisions which affected the lives of young
people on the estate; 3) creating the conditions for making a greater contribution to
the estate; and 4) improving their image in the community.
During the five years that ATAG met, the young people held jumble sales to raise
money, wrote grant applications, engaged in advocacy, went on camping trips, held
meetings with police and councillors to discuss their concerns, and enlisted support
from adults on the estate. Their major goal was to set up a youth centre on their
estate. They worked hard to achieve this, eventually succeeding in managing and
running a youth club in a portacabin one night a week. The youth club lasted five
months before falling victim to a fire and was never rebuilt.

Castle Vale, Birmingham
The second project at Castle Vale, Birmingham, resulted from a contract awarded to
the Centre for Social Action for a youth consultation project. It took place in 1996 on
behalf of a Housing Action Trust. The objectives were: 1) to work with young people
and residents in the delivery of youth services; 2) provide a review of existing services;
3) carry out a consultation with local professionals; 4) consult with young people
aged 12-19 to find out their needs, perceptions and aspirations with an emphasis on
alienated youth; and 5) prepare a series of action plans based on consultation and
the active involvement of young people and local residents in youth provision.
Social Action workers consulted with young people, recorded their experiences and
helped them identify their needs and formulate their proposals. By the end of the
contract, two youth workers had been hired and programmes for young people set
up. Although the CSA had carried out the youth-led research and conducted
training in Social Action methods with adult community members, difficult community
politics resulted in a situation where the contract was not renewed to complete the
project. Two youth workers are currently employed as a result of the research, group
members still do projects with youth, and the youth board and a girls’ group,
established as part of the original project, are still meeting. The workers use Social
Action and other approaches in their work with the young people.
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New Deal for Braunstone
The third project was a contract awarded to the Centre for Social Action by the
Braunstone Community Association (New Deal for Braunstone) to carry out a
community consultation over a nine-month period from Sept 2000 - May 2001. It
aimed to involve local young people as researchers in determining and defining the
needs of youth on the estate and offering ideas on how the New Deal money should
be spent to benefit young people.
The project workers made contact with 50 young people aged 8-15 who formed into
four groups to talk about their experience of life on the estate and how they thought
their environment could be improved. The groups used the Social Action process to
develop their ideas, compiled a photo dossier to document life on the estate which
they used to advocate for change, and even wrote a letter to Tony Blair. They
undertook activities such as role playing to refine their priorities. They wrote a song,
incorporating many of their ideas about life on the estate, and recorded it on a CD.
The report setting out their suggestions was sent to the Community Association.
They were all anxious to continue their work at the project’s end.

Methodology
The following questions guided the evaluation of these projects:
1) Does Social Action make a difference?
2) What is the influence of historical factors?
3) Is the impact any different than what one might expect with any other type of
		
intervention?
Because each case is quite different, the findings for each cannot be compared, nor can the
findings necessarily be generalized. The heuristic value remains, however, and the findings
do support other evaluative reports on Social Action.

Data Collection
Multiple methods of data collection were employed to contextualize the findings:
1) looking at written documents and archival material maintained by the CSA,
2) conducting interviews and facilitating groups with the participants, and
3) meeting with former workers and CSA staff.
The interviews and groups consisted of open-ended and semi-structured questions. In
addition to the open-ended interview questions, participants filled out a one page, close
ended questionnaire from which objective information and demographic data could be
obtained.
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Data Analysis
After each interview the major themes were jotted down. The tapes were then
transcribed. All transcriptions were read for indicators of the
1) process (identifying what, why, how, and reflection) and
2) principles (social justice, group action, all people have skills, people have a right
		
to define their problems and seek their own solutions, problems must be
		
understood in terms of complex economic and social factors) of Social Action.

The Sample
The process for obtaining the sample for ATAG was based on extensive outreach activity.
The local BBC and newspaper helped with outreach to former participants. Flyers announcing
the event were distributed all over the estate and the local primary school posted an
announcement.
From the original group of about twenty, nine members ranging in age now from 31-37 and
one parent, now 60, were located and interviewed. They had been involved from 2-6 years,
beginning from when they were ten to fifteen years old. Of the two women and seven
men, two were white while seven were African Caribbean. They ranged from those who
were the most active leaders to others who indicated that because of their young age at
the time, they just sat at meetings and listened. This group was demographically
representative of the larger original ATAG.
The Castle Vale sample was obtained by sending letters to all of the eight young adult
volunteers in that project. At least two members had moved away and three agreed to be
interviewed. All three were women now in their early thirties. They all still lived on the
estate and all were involved with youth work. One was currently a youth worker on the
estate, a position she had held since the initial project. Of the three women two were
African Caribbean and one was white.
The Braunstone sample consisted of boys and girls, predominantly white, aged 8-15, living
on the estate who volunteered to be in the project after coming to an opening event.
Because the three groups represented different projects with different goals and
populations, the results of the research cannot be compared, nor can the findings be
generalized. There are lessons, insights and experiences which emerge, however, that
provide valuable insights and rich information supporting the principles of Social Action
with youth.
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Findings
Several themes emerged about the projects and their impact. The words and concepts that
surfaced repeatedly were:
1) empowerment,
2) ownership,
3) pride, increased self confidence and better self esteem,
4) learning specific skills especially those around speaking, communication and the
		
bottom-up approach,
5) the power of the group,
6) overcoming negative labels,
7) providing choices and a positive alternative to boredom,
8) being different from school,
9) feeling accepted,
10) getting results,
11) the politics of personal relations,
12) professional and organizational dominance, and
13) participation.
In addition, participants voiced concerns about the value of process over product and the
difficulties of institutionalizing gains.

ATAG
Initial responses highlighted memories about the youth club ATAG had created. The
comments refer both to the process of obtaining the club and the actual club itself.
The questions about the values and knowledge the project yielded brought forth some
general responses from the Ainsley group and responses that referred to changes in
behavior.
‘Without the group I probably would have ended up in jail.’
The skills around listening, reflecting, and communicating came alive when ATAG
participants talked about how they treat their own children.
‘You do talk to your children differently, especially if they got in trouble, I got boys and
when they do things that I do I understand. I used to get told off, staying in and grounded, I
didn’t do that with my boys... Yes, it worked he‘s 17 and didn’t get in trouble…’
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‘When I was young I was treated like a baby, but now I treat youngsters like an adult…
when we started the club, I got a better understanding.’
‘I think we just learnt to communicate – that’s what I think it is – talk – seriously, not
loudly – not wind each other up.’
For ATAG, the importance of working as a group emerged as a theme from several
participants.
‘No one had an individual role – it was like this group thing and … they would talk to
us and break us into groups of 3 or 4 – and think what could be better for this estate –
things like that.’
Project ownership and having a voice were continuously cited. There were many
variations of, ‘We were in control, we were in charge, we set the guidelines.’
Asked if they thought the project made a difference in the community, one ATAG
participant captured the community impact by saying,
‘Peace of mind. Sleep at night. They knew nothing was going to go off in their back
gardens on bonfire night, no fireworks coming through the letter box. It was just
down to boredom. We were bored… When it got taken down we were upset about
it, because we had worked so hard for that. That was like our monument there – we
achieved that, we had something.’
Generally, the ATAG group’s responses brought to the surface the tension between
product and process. Some participants clearly felt because the club did not last (it
was not made of brick), that the project was not successful and therefore had no
community impact. Others had mixed feelings because the project took so long, while
some clearly saw it as their triumph.
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Castle Vale
The Castle Vale participants, parents of young people on the estate, were involved
just five years ago when they were in their late twenties. They remembered much
more about the details of the project, and techniques of Social Action, most of their
comments specifically mention the ‘bottom-up’ approach.
‘We wanted to develop a project that would engage young people—we didn’t use
those words because we didn’t know those words. Our young people want to do
this, this and this. This was the bottom up approach that we were saying but we
didn’t know it was the bottom up approach.’
Castle Vale participants emphasized knowledge and skills. They identified the
techniques of the bottom-up approach as valuable knowledge.
Castle Vale participants also expressed their thoughts on ownership.
‘Asking people what they wanted and supporting it– to turn people’s visions into
reality – and how you do that is that you ask them what they want and support
them in doing, not doing it for them because they’ve gained nothing in a respect
level – if they haven’t done it, they haven’t worked for it.’
The Castle Vale participants perceived the personal impact to be almost exclusively
related to their work and the jobs they are holding now.
‘I have had such a learning curve – from the involvement with CSA and development
we as individuals, and as a group to a certain degree, got enabled to go further – I
went on and got a job in community development.’
One respondent indicated that she would still be a factory worker. This training
changed her career. She now plans to go to university and be a probation officer.
Residents recognised the importance of empowerment and overcoming negative
stereotypes and labels.
‘What De Montfort did to us was to empower us, give us the confidence, and
develop people’s skills at the same time I can remember saying – if somebody were
to say to me five or six years ago, that I would be at University – doing a degree in
youth and community work – that I could have been engaged in a professional
conversation, I’d have thought they were crazy. – This is what it’s like – it’s about
giving people the opportunity to develop.’
For Castle Vale the impact on the community was the praxis, the application of their
knowledge. Some members of this group pursued Social Action techniques to work
on issues they deemed important. Others maintained an involvement with youth,
the youth centre or as youth workers or officers on the estate. Their comments
reflected several principles of Social Action relating to the right to define issues and
take action, all people have skills, working together can be powerful.
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Castle Vale also expressed the product-process tension. ‘If you don’t end up with the
product, what good is the process?’
Castle Vale participants reflected on the actual training program.
‘ It doesn’t always work. Some people need to be told what to do –some people
prefer to be told (they want top down). Sometimes it’s nice to have structure and
guidelines—being given a free range frightens some people. It can work against you.
It depends on the individual. It works with the free-spirited. But if I have to be
honest, more people like the structure. You know where you stand. You have a
safety net.’
Castle Vale participants were strongly divided in their assessment of the
project and what they saw as problems. For some the political issues that emerged
when a partnership attempts to implement Social Action, and the threat of loss of
power to key stakeholders, including professionals, destroyed everything positive
about the project. They saw the community as no better off. Others felt that
conditions had changed for the better and that the resulting structures benefited
the estate.
For two of the participants, the themes of power and local knowledge emerged
as being important. They connected these with the role of the professional, in
undermining local knowledge and usurping power. The professionals did not
embody the principle of facilitating the residents’ growth and development but
rather worked in a manner that was felt to be elitist.
Participants articulated the need to have social supports built into a project from
the beginning. One of the Castle Vale participants recalled the role played by
another woman, not directly involved, who, although she worked for the housing
trust, turned out to be a valuable source of social, emotional and
political support.
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Braunstone:
As it was the most recent project, young people had the shortest amount of time
to reflect on their experiences following the end of the project. Despite this, they
were still able to identify positive changes for themselves. They felt they had learned
to use new skills and had greater self- confidence and a more focused outlook as a
result of participating in the Social Action process. They all referred to the
communication and group skills they developed as a result of this project.
‘ We’ve learnt how to compromise; to work in groups and respect each other.’
‘We learnt to write letters, to make a CD.’
In addition to skills, they indicated that they felt empowered by their new ability
to speak and be heard. Increased self pride, the importance of the group and the
feelings that they could make a difference, and could get results emerged from their
comments.
‘ When people bring stuff to New Deal - like say we wanted a swing built on the park
– we’d know what to say to them- we know how to ask.’
‘At school when you get people coming in, like the council and the police - you know
what to say to them - it gives you confidence to talk to them.’
Seeing the group as a positive alternative to their school experiences and
acceptance by workers were themes echoed by these youth.
‘It’s easier to have ideas because no-one tells you that you’re wrong or that you
have to do something again or better. Good enough is good enough.’
Understanding and change in personal relationships was a theme among these
young people as well.
‘I think we’ve improved other people’s lives - because when they get older
Braunstone won’t be a tip - that’s why we came into the group - that’s why we
don’t want it to end – we’ve worked hard - we want to sort Braunstone out.’
‘I want people to realise what it was like for them when they were younger - then
they’ll know what it’s like for us.’
The group felt they had made an impact on their community in terms of making the
community safer and cleaner. The two key points the young people made about the
Social Action group were that of choice and inclusion. Many of them belong to
different skill groups and they seemed to recognize that in the Social Action group
they belonged to, everybody could become involved. The other important element
was that of freedom and choice. It was important for the group that they were able
to choose the activities and set the agenda and that even when the group facilitators
asked the group to engage in something, there was always room for discussion.

Ideas and Outcomes of Social Action

37

Discussion
The principles most often addressed were those that related to people’s right to define
their problems and take action on their own behalf, and all people have skills and
understanding. These principles were not only internalized in their memory, but in their
actions, particularly within the realm of personal relations. Participants were involved in
challenging oppression and assumptions based on unequal power, not always through
organized community or group efforts, but more often through a politics of interpersonal
relations. Personal interactions changed as the result of participation that had encouraged
analysis, active skills in listening, respect, group participation and relationships that
supported strengths, deliberately decreased power differentials, and promoted
understanding. This can be understood as a politics of interpersonal interactions because
power relations change between and among individuals. Not only do individuals
experience personal change but the groups and communities in which they participate are
also transformed.
Participants from Ainsley spoke less about social justice and were less likely to be involved
in social justice activities than more recent participants. Castle Vale participants were more
apt to be working with others to affect social change around oppression and injustice.
Braunstone youth felt good about themselves and their ability to speak up. They were
using their newly acquired skills to question those in authority and make changes on their
estate. They felt good about their own inclusion and opportunities gained from this project
and were eager to act on this approach. All groups referred to having their voices heard
and the power of participation.

Conclusion
In summary, the impact seems to be on the personal and interpersonal level. Former ATAG
members who participated in this evaluation identified the long term impact of their
involvement with Social Action as:
1)
		
2)

changing the way they related, what we have been referring to
as the politics of interpersonal relations, and
improving self esteem and communication skills.

They were still enthusiastic and voiced their willingness to re-engage if someone would take
the lead in initiating the process.
In addressing the intermediate term impact, Castle Vale participants were using Social
Action techniques, values and processes in their work currently. By the end of their project,
however, friendships had ended and the group was divided. Two respondents spoke of the
domination by professionals who in fact did not want to give up power. For some the result
was burnout and that they were deliberately not involved in work on the estate currently
while another was still involved as a youth worker on the estate.
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The findings, while limited in their generalizability, bode well for young people carrying out
the edicts of the UN Convention of the Rights of Children. They support the premise that
workers need skill in practice principles and techniques which build on strengths and
approach individuals with a group model that acknowledges the complex social, economic,
and political factors that influence young people’s lives and their behavior. The model
emphasizes the youth voices, youth empowerment and youth participation in the changing
of the conditions in their lives. It promotes skill building, thinking, and action. To prevent
despair and frustration, the group may need to spend more time discussing the politics of
organizations and how to create social change within organizations as well as with
communities.
Social Action with youth makes the links between the individual’s own personal situation
and those of other young people in their community. By so doing, they are learning to
work with others to constructively engage in their communities and tackle social problems.
While other youth work approaches impart skills and help keep youth out of
trouble, through Social Action youth learn their own skills, and keep out of trouble by
creating their own alternatives for action in their lives. They do not attribute their success
to a charismatic youth worker or great leader but rather take pride in themselves and the
efforts of the group. Some of them are still using skills and knowledge they learned as long
as twenty years ago.
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