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introduction

This paper describes Community Springboard, an innovative, participative approach to combating welfare dependency and exclusion, developed by Leeds Training and Enterprise Council (TEC), United Kingdom (UK). The initiative aims to invest in local community projects and networks to encourage and support the uninvolved long-term unemployed to take up job, training and education opportunities. The key feature of the initiative is the structures it has created to enable communities to influence policy makers and resource holders and thus contribute to policy development. First the setting and rationale of the initiative will be presented. Its aims and objectives will then be located within the policy context created by current debates and theories on the welfare state and the decision-making processes of people dependent on welfare. Next the structures and implementation of Community Springboard will be described and the experiences of one project, from among the eight supported by Community Springboard, will be presented as a case study. Finally, the achievements and lessons learned from the initiative will be assessed, highlighting the importance of working with excluded communities to enable their members to move away from welfare dependency, but stressing that a state beyond dependency can only be achieved once policy makers and resource holders, together with community organisations, are fully engaged in tackling this issue.

the setting

Located midway between London and Edinburgh, Leeds has an estimated population of 721,000 (Office of Population Censuses and Surveys 1991). Historically the city prospered with the growth of ready-made clothing and engineering, but over recent years while Leeds has developed and succeeded as a regional financial center with a growing service sector, its traditional manufacturing industries have declined. Now only 17% of employees work in manufacturing, while 71% are employed in service industries. (Department for Education and Employment 1993).

An overall picture of prosperity in Leeds masks structural inequality and a number of communities, impeded by social and economic change, who feel excluded from the city's economic opportunities, creating the danger of alienation and exclusion. This represents a threat recognised by the Director of Leeds TEC, who said "it is not only morally unacceptable to ignore this situation, but also seriously damaging to the economic potential and social well-being of the city" (Heron 1994). The TEC understood that people in these communities were sceptical about the capacity of traditional welfare programmes to help them acquire work and thus could not be reached by mainstream training, education and enterprise support. Therefore an alternative approach needed to be found in which they could believe.

At this time, proof of partnerships between the public, private and voluntary sectors and the involvement of local communities were prerequisites for accessing national (i.e. the Single Regeneration Budget) and European (i.e. the European Social Fund) funding for regeneration. This spur, together with a growing movement which believes communities and their members should become more active and responsible for their own development and regeneration (Taylor 1995), led the TEC to recognise the

Potential of the concept of the community to generate a sense of belonging which can nurture and motivate people who are severely disadvantaged in the labour market. Within communities there are networks of trust and association that can be tapped. Many long-term unemployed people who … do not have confidence in the system, find role models, motivation, identity and meaning through these networks. (Leeds TEC 1994)

Leeds TEC decided to design a project to access and invest in these networks, to provide individuals and their communities with a springboard away from welfare dependency and exclusion. The uninvolved, long-term unemployed would be the focus of the project, people who: were unaware of or uninterested in the present range of mainstream services; needed to build their confidence in order to take the first step; felt alienated; or had used education and training service, but wanted to create a future via a different pathway.

The aims of the initiative, named Community Springboard, were to: empower the long-term unemployed and their communities to break the cycle of dependency; to access either existing provision or create new more appropriate approaches to work and learning; and use this experience to influence policy makers and resource holders, through innovative structures designed by Leeds TEC. These aims were translated into the following key action points to: direct-fund creative, community-centred projects that have close working links with those individuals and their communities facing the problem of welfare dependency and social exclusion; network these projects and link their first hand experiences with the expertise and overview of policy makers and key resource agencies; and use this learning experience to inform local, regional and national policy development.

The next section looks at how the philosophies upon which Community Springboard is based can be located within current theories and policies relating to welfare dependency and social exclusion.

theoretical and policy debates

This section is based on the observation by Klein and Millar (1995) that, "Just as the structure of welfare provision helps crate the context in which people behave, so their behaviour and attitudes help create the context for what is possible in policy". This statement will be discussed in two parts, the first considering how the context provided by the welfare state is changing, and then how people receiving benefits act within it.

Community Springboard is occurring at a time, when both major political parties in the UK are seeking to shift power from the professional bureaucracy of the welfare state to empowered individuals, giving them greater freedom of choice within a culture of welfare pluralism. Such moves are symptomatic of the ongoing transformation of the welfare state from provider to regulator and from redistributor to investor. Both the Conservative and Labour parties have accepted the need to re-orientate the welfare state from provider to regulator, in the search for what George and Miller (1994) have called "the affordable welfare state". Their vision is based on the following objectives: the reduction of public expenditure; value for money; low taxation; the use of the private or voluntary sectors to supplement or substitute for welfare provided by the state; and public involvement and choice. Such policies are seen by some as an opportunity to create a "more decentralised and user-sensitive welfare system" using a range of providers, self help and community initiatives (Rose 1986); but as a threat by others (Krieger 1987, George and Millar 1994), who fear it will lead to a residual welfare state based on self help, charity and "cheap, stigmatised, means-tested services" (Krieger 1987), which will only serve to exacerbate social exclusion.

The move from redistributor to investor is generally, with some provisos, seen in a more positive light. It seeks to improve "the capacity [of the individual] to function in the labour market and society" (Commission for Social Justice 1994), by investing in each person's skills and abilities to enable them to access the labour market. To ensure the long-term unemployed and others disadvantaged within the labour market have the opportunity to build their capacity, exercise choice and find work, Klein and Millar (1995) stress that the welfare state must be regulated to guarantee "individual interests are harnessed to collective interests to ensure choice and safeguard against exploitation".

This analysis explains some of the factors which have influenced the philosophy and aims of Community Springboard, for the initiative looks to communities to provide appropriate and innovative methods through which to invest, inform and give choice to individuals, to empower and enable them to participate in the labour market and move away from welfare dependency. But this only tackles one part of the Klein and Millar observation. The previous paragraphs show how the context within which individuals act is changing, but whether or not the policies such a re-orientation prescribed will meet the objectives set by the politicians, depends upon how individuals within the welfare system respond to them.

While policy makers have sought to promote individual choice, social policy analysts have begun to assess the decision-making processes of the individual. Concern with rising unemployment leading them to ask what encourages people to move from welfare to work (Jordan et al. 1992) and in particular how do individuals make such decisions. They found that the unemployed do not make choices about welfare in a purely rational economic way, but that any decision making is complex and set within the rules or norms of the individual's social and institutional context. Policy makers may create a context for decision making in the form of the welfare state, but other factors influence how the individual responds within that environment and determines whether or not the policy succeeds. Therefore unless policy makers fully understand the context and decision making processes of someone living on welfare benefits, and policy designed to facilitate a move from welfare to work will fail (Jordan and Redley 1994).

Traditionally, assumptions about how people decide between welfare and work have been based on two opposing perspectives on the long-term unemployed. First, the New Right view them as not taking responsibility for their own lives and choosing to be dependent upon welfare benefits, rather than show some enterprise and find a job (Murray 1990, Lilley 1992). As a result the New Right feel there is little the Government can do to help the long-term unemployed. Such assumptions have been firmly refuted by MacDonald (1996), Gaillie (1994), Jordan and Redley (1994) and others.

The second perspective is one which sees the long-term unemployed as victims of circumstances beyond their control, i.e. demographic changes, the decline of labour-intensive industries and technological change. Jordan and Redley (1994) also criticise this view, for portraying the long-term unemployed as passive victims, when these people may see themselves as active and resilient. Community Springboard agree with Jordan and Redley, for they wish to use the enterprise and motivation of the unemployed and encourage their participation in community-based activities, which will enable them and their communities to move toward mainstream economic activity. Yet if government policy continues to be based on these traditional assumptions it will fail to understand what influences the decision-making processes of those on welfare benefits and the way they choose to act within the context of the welfare state.

A review of the research on this issue suggests there are five key factors which determine how people on welfare benefits make labour market decisions:

· "the structure of opportunities within the labour market" (Gallie 1994);

· the way in which benefits are administered (Atkinson and Morgensen 1993); which can lead people to mistrust the system;

· "the availability of mechanisms that provide linkages to information networks about job opportunities' (Gallie 1994); and

· the influence of the individual's social or community context.

The structure of opportunities available to the unemployed is determined by a range of factors including the type (i.e. part-time, temporary, unskilled etc.) and availability of jobs, the level of pay, and the qualifications and skills required by employers.

The benefits system is complex, over-stretched and penalises people on benefits for taking part-time or temporary work. King (1995) believes that government employment programmes and the benefits system have primarily been used "as anti-unemployment or anti-welfare dependency instruments", rather than helping people develop skills or find work. Recent government policies (The Job Seekers Allowance – see Finn 1995) have led to a growth in dependency by increasing the number of people on means-tested benefits and reducing the value of those benefits. Even Whitehall admits there is "evidence that the system of means-tested welfare is generating its own growth in welfare dependency" (The Economist 1995). In addition, in 1995 the House of Commons Select Committee on Social Security (1995) said that "means-tests penalise effort and honesty", creating a 70% margin rate of tax on any extra income people on benefits may gain. This led The Economist to conclude that, "With half of all households receiving some kind of means-tested benefit, many have found that manipulating the system is an easier way to boost their income".

Forcing people to accept these terms only serves to undermine their confidence in the advice of the Government's benefits agencies, forces people on to inappropriate programmes where their motivation will be nil (Finn 1995), and reinforces their scepticism about the value of all government training and employment programmes (Department of Employment 1990).

Harris et al. (1987) state that social contacts are "a central influence on prospects in the labour market", as almost a third of people find out about their current jobs through friends and relatives usually already working in the place where the vacancy occurs. But Gallie (1994) found there was "a considerable degree of segregation between the social networks of the employed and the unemployed". Thus the long-term unemployed, especially those living in excluded communities can be separated from networks which inform them about labour market opportunities. This not only reduces their chances of finding work, but limits the help they can give to other unemployed people in their community.

In the light of their common experience, communities create a framework of rules which determine what is acceptable or unacceptable behaviour; "community values and patterns of social organisation originating in the neighbourhood help determine how workers experience job entry and influence their career expectations" (Whipp 1985). Research by Jordan et al (1992) found that when seeking or choosing a job, people "accounted for their decisions in terms of membership of kinship and friendship networks, and a close-knit community, which provided information, support and sanction for labour market activity, both formal and informal".

The philosophies on which Community Springboard is based show that this initiative is attempting to understand the factors which influence the long-term unemployed when trying to move away from welfare dependency. It seeks to access community networks to enable members of excluded communities to harness their enterprise and skills, so that they themselves can create support mechanisms that both they and others in the community can trust. A key objective is to develop learning and employment activities which meet the needs of their community and break down the barriers which exclude people from mainstream work, training and education opportunities. This gives the communities an alternative way to act within the policy context of the welfare state and challenge the assumptions of both the New Right and the radical perspectives. The next section assesses how Community Springboard has put its philosophies into practice.

community springboard

Leeds TEC did not merely want to fund a diverse range of initiatives in separate communities, but wished to link them together and put them in the context of appropriate strategic frameworks. Therefore Community Springboard is based on partnership at three levels: first within each individual community; next between local communities and public, private and voluntary sector organisation; and finally between grassroots practitioners, policy makers and budget holders. The ultimate aim is to enable project members to directly influence policy making in Leeds and beyond.

Community Springboard is currently supporting eight community-based projects, through two innovative, participatory structures – the Think Tank and the Projects Forum. Both seek to foster a climate for change through the exchange of ideas, strategies and the enabling of policy makers, resource holders and practitioners to work together to develop a coherent strategy, which can complement and inform traditional policy areas, and impact on the debate and issues associated with long-term unemployment and social exclusion.

The Think Tank meets every two months and aims to create an atmosphere of mutual respect, trust and creativity. Chaired by Leeds TEC, the Think Tank provides the forum in which the community projects and key policy agencies from the private and public sector can share experiences and ideas how to develop the capacity of the projects to mobilise long-term unemployed people in their communities. It is as much an opportunity for the projects to educate the policy makers, as it is for the policy makers to help the projects.

Both the Think Tank and the Projects Forum are supported by the TEC through a Secretariat which: assists individual projects to lever external resources, so they can become sustainable enterprises; ensures that members of both structures have access to learning and emerging opportunities; manages the process; assesses the practice of Community Springboard in the light of international experience; facilitates the ideas and strategies developed by the Think Tank and translates them into policy papers.

Finally, the Project Forum meets quarterly to allow paid and voluntary representatives from the community projects to share good practice and learning. It also advises the Think Tank and gives the Secretariat the opportunity to: gain feedback on emerging issues and developments; ensure all opportunities for cross project support and consultancy are exploited; and contribute to the professional development of all those attending the forum.

Through these structures Community Springboard has sought to ensure that the projects operate in a supportive and creative environment, which will contribute to effective policy development.

The Projects

This section outlines the selection criteria for eight projects which are currently part of Community Springboard and briefly describes each project. It then uses a case study of one of the projects, the Work and Learning Club, to demonstrate how, in practical terms, Community Springboard has achieved its aim of accessing the uninvolved long-term unemployed and encouraging participants to move away from welfare dependency.

The projects supported by Community Springboard were selected on the following criteria: their capacity to translate the aims of Community Springboard into practical action; their intrinsic worth; their potential contribution to the Think Tank; recommendations from TEC staff who had helped in the development of project proposals; and their capacity to lever external resources.

Community Springboard has supported range of projects developed by local, often socially excluded, communities, all of which aim to develop ideas which the communities themselves have identified as a route from dependency. These projects have included: a childcare and training project; a community empowerment project which also links with a major employer and provides personal development activities; an alternative educational programme for young people with a history of truancy and criminal behaviour; a project offering training and business planning linked to the development of a community media centre; a credit scheme providing an enterprise development service to facilitate the transition of long-term unemployed people from benefit dependency to self-sufficiency through self-employment; a Muslim community radio project providing skills training, team development activities and practical broadcasting experience; and a community enterprise network supporting the development of practical community-based economic initiatives.

The final project, which will be used as a case study is the Work and Learning Club. The case study will describe the community which has developed this project, outline the aims and objectives of the club, show how it works in practice and highlight its achievements over the last twenty-two months.

The Working and Learning Club

The Working and Learning Club (WLC) is located within Belle Isle, a disadvantaged community where many people face enormous financial, social and personal difficulties in achieving and maintaining a reasonable quality of life. It is community facing the long-term effects of unemployment, poverty and low levels of educational achievement, but it is also an area with a history of community development and involvement.

The Work and Learning Club began in March 1995, with an estimated cost of £103,850 over two and a half years, £49,975 of which has been paid by Leeds TEC. Managed by the Belle Isle Foundation (a network of local community groups), it is staffed by a project manager (whose time and accommodation are funded by Leeds City Council), a project worker and a part-time administrative assistant.

Its aim is to "engage uninvolved long-term unemployed people in Belle Isle in taking the critical first step towards constructive work, learning or community activity" (Belle Isle and Hunslet Education Foundation 1994). Furthermore, it seeks to increase the motivation and ambition of local people by providing: a supported process of project work, through which participants develop enterprising skills and design, run and mange their own projects; opportunities; contacts and support for uninvolved people to become active participating members of their local community; and in particular to ensure that at least ten percent of project graduates hold positions which relate to the operation or management of WLC.

Outreach staff use community networks to contact long-term unemployed people and work with individuals or small groups to identify their aims or ambitions. These are used to generate ideas and proposals for their own personal learning projects. The projects are entirely led by the wishes or ambitions of each individual or group and have included: desk top publishing; book keeping: computer and office skills; caring occupations; signing for the deaf; floristry; furniture restoration; photography; embalming; law; and studies in maths, English, psychology and German.

Each project is based on a series of simple tasks which participants have a realistic chance of completing, and which will allow them to think about their career and life choices or pathways. A mentor is chosen to provide support throughout the project and to help them prepare their proposals for presentation to a panel. Mentors currently include managing directors of local firms, university lecturers, teachers, members of the local community and employees from local businesses. The panel decides whether to approve the project and provide a grant to cover travel, childcare, purchase of tools and equipment, books, course fees, specialist clothing or other expenses. On completion each project is evaluated and, if it is judged to be successful, the participant attends an awards ceremony at which a certificate is presented. All project graduates then become members of a self-supporting club, which helps them to move on to other work, training, educational and community activities.

The Work and Learning Club has achieved a very high level of take-up by people approached by the project worker and to date WLC has helped 104 people, supported 60 projects and awarded certificates to 41 graduates. These graduates have gone on to further education, work, vocational courses, further training and community activities, for example four graduates are now mentors and one is a panel member. In addition a graduates club meets and continues to support the needs of its participants through social activities and training in confidence building, interview techniques and communication skills. Project workers believe that having a structured start and finish to the process has helped to encourage people to see evidence of their own progress and has ensured that participants have not felt they were struggling alone.

In addition the WLC has developed connections with a wide range of organisations including other community groups (both inside and outside the Community Springboard network), local businesses, manufacturers, the careers service and local colleges, and is expanding its catchment area to include neighbouring parts of the city.

Overall the Work and Learning Club has had a real and positive impact on the lives of local people. It has earned the trust of the community and reached out to people who have lost faith in mainstream services. WLC has been accountable to the local community and has delivered its services effectively. As an active member of the Think Tank and Projects Forum it has enabled policy makers both to see the benefits of a supportive community-based approach to combating welfare dependency and to learn about effective methods of contacting and motivating the uninvolved long-term unemployed.

conclusions

Community Springboard has achieved most of its aims and has tested many of the theories and issues raised earlier in this paper. The achievements and lessons learned from the initiative will now be reviewed. Community Springboard did succeed in identifying and accessing networks of trust within socially excluded communities. It was able to do this because it took account of the factors influencing the decision-making processes of people dependent on benefits and offered an alternative route away from dependency. The support offered by Community Springboard has enabled the communities themselves to supplement existing provisions with an effective, supportive, non-coercive approach to improving the capacity of the individual to function within the labour market. The projects it has supported have encouraged people to make decisions in an informed, supportive, positive environment and find their own way to develop the skills and knowledge needed to find work. A vital change instigated by Community Springboard has been the development of contacts between the unemployed and the labour market, which will contribute to the reduction of exclusion and dependency for both individuals and their communities.

One of the most innovative aspects of Community Springboard has been the structures it has provided to promote networking between all of the partners involved in the initiative. First, the Projects Forum has enabled the projects to meet, thereby creating a supportive bond, which will sustain them through their future development, as they take over the management of the initiative. Next, the Think Tank provided a framework in which project practitioners, policy makers and resource holders could meet. This had the potential to allow the communities to influence policy development directly, but the initiative admits that it has not fully engaged the powerful and key authority structures identified in its mission. Perhaps Community Springboard has been too ambitious and the time-scales too short, but it has laid the foundations for change. It has: motivated powerful grassroots activity in the communities; raised the profile of dependency and exclusion issues amongst policy makers; highlighted the lack of co-ordination between agencies concerned with social exclusion; and ensured that its key principles have been adopted by other agencies, who are now acting upon what they have learned about community capacity.

To conclude, Community Springboard has identified one approach which contributes to the aim of overcoming welfare dependency and social exclusion, particularly among the uninvolved long-term unemployed. It is an approach which is effective in motivating previously disillusioned communities, not only to escape dependency, but also to learn about the potential of a partnership approach. To ensure widespread change such initiatives must engage with and influence policy makers. Community Springboard and its structures have begun this process, but there is still more work to be done.
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