GETTING TO KNOW A COMMUNITY

PRIORITISING AND PLANNING

Author: Alison Gilchrist

After completing the initial stages of a  community profile you, in a close  consultation with others, will begin to  develop a strategy of how the situation  might be changed in order to meet some  of the needs you have identified. It is more  than likely that you will not be able to  respond to every single need that has been  expressed or assessed.

You must prioritise which issues, problems or goals you are going  to tackle. The following factors may affect your judgement:

1) What is realistic in the given circumstances

2) The local and national climate of opinion and interest

3) What kind of funding is available

4) What other resources are available (especially people)

5) The current policies of the agency that employs you

6) Your job description

7) What has been tried before

8) Strength of local pressure, motivation and opinion

9) Your personal interests, values, personality and skills

Some Words of Warning:

· Be realistic about what can be achieved. Aim to change the  world, but take a long-term view of this. Make sure that you  also survive as a worker and as a human being.

· Always consult as much as possible, and be accountable for  your decisions. This means being able to explain and justify  them to relevant people, including your supervisor or line​manager, and your users.

· Keep on checking out your assessment. You will be working  in a constantly changing situation, and your priorities may  have to change due to circumstances beyond your control.  Try not to get carried away by your own enthusiasm or political  commitment. Your motivation alone will not suffice.

· Beware prejudices and cultural expectations.

· Develop a strategy which has long-term aims and objectives,  but is also flexible enough to respond to needs as they arise,  or can adapt to the arrival of new resources.

· Understand your own impact on the situation - including other  peoples' expectations and requirements of you. Self​awareness will help you to realise "where you are coming  from", how others perceive you, and how your personality  affects your decision-making, e.g. the desire to be liked by  certain people, or the excitement of an active campaign, etc.

· Realise that prioritising will inevitably result in some needs  that have been articulated being ignored, neglected or  postponed. This may lead to resentment, conflict, lack of co​operation and hostility. Be prepared to deal with these  negative reactions sensitively, honestly and constructively.

· Be aware of invisible, stigmatised and "unfashionable" needs.  Make sure that you seek these out, and do not just rely on  assessing demands that are made on you. This could result in  you failing to acknowledge and respond to people in the  community who are currently not heard, who feel they have  no access to you as a resource, or who simply do not know of  your existence.

An equal opportunities approach requires that you are  proactive in finding out about needs and resources, and that  your practice in responding to these, challenges and combats  forms of practical disadvantage, as well as psychological  discrimination. 

GETTING TO KNOW A COMMUNITY

USING THE INFORMATION GAINED

Author: Roger Green

Any information which is gathered by the  community worker needs to be shared  otherwise it is of no benefit to the  community. How you share this  information may depend on two factors,  firstly, the personal politics, values and  beliefs held by the community worker and  their view of community work practice,  for example, whether they see their role  as helping community groups to develop  and supporting them in taking action over  issues which affect their community and  secondly, it may also depend on the  community workers employing agency or  project, for example, your job description and job expectations may vary  considerabty if you are employed by a  local council or a voluntary agency.

There are a number of options to consider:

· The information you have collected is shared, either in a  written report or verbally, with local community groups. Such  a report could highlight the needs of the community as identified by the community and expose gaps in existing  services and resources. This information could help local  community groups in taking action to secure improved services, resources and finding for the community.

· A report or selected information is presented to your own  agency. This could be helpful in, for example, allowing your  agency to improve its networking and its service in the community.

· A report or selected information is presented to a number of  locally based agencies. Again this needs to be carefully  thought through as it could either, for example, improve the  co-ordination of the agencies work in the community or have  the reverse effect of cutting services as agencies and projects  compete against each other because of their differing aims  and philosophies which do not always correspond with the  needs of the community.

Whichever way the community worker shares and uses this  information, either formally or informally, it is important to keep in  mind that "knowledge is power".

A final point: any profile is a "snap shot" of a community at the  time you undertake it. It will need to be regularly updated as your  knowledge of the community develops and the community itself  continually changes.
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