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Chapter 10

COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT AND RESIDENT PARTICIPATION
INBETTER BEGINNINGS, BETTER FUTURES

INTRODUCTION

What would the ideal community be like? The first images that might come to mind are those of tree-
lined streets, comfortable houses, people chatting with their neighbours, children playing. Further thought
might suggest the kinds of resources that would be available in the ideal neighbourhood Oparks, libraries,
shopping, schools, avariety of programs and ectivities for dl. At the most profound level, however, our
ideal community is a place where residents feel a sense of attachment and connection to their neighbours,
where they feel safeand secure, where they feel a sense of belonging, and where they would want to stay.

Unfortunately, the reality for many peopleis very different from thisideal. Many individualslivein
neighbourhoods where they don't know their neighbours, where they fear for their own and their
children's safety, where crime is rampant, where houses and apartments are rundown, and where the
fondest wish of many residentsisto move away. Is it possible to somehow transform these unhealthy
neighbourhoods into healthy, supportive ones? How would we begin such atask?

The literature suggests a number of processes that may be important in the development of healthy
communities. These include resident participation in community decision making, collaboration beween
residents and professionals working in the community, a self-help approach, and the participation of
community members in meaningful volunteer and educational experiences. Foremost among these
processes is the active participation of residents in all matters affecting their community. Residents can be
involved at many levels. they can participate in community programs, attend meetings and information
sessions, chair committees, organize programs or events in the community, or lobby officials from
government or human service agencies (Arnstein, 1969). The kind of participation we are concerned with
isthe kind defined by Wandersman (1984) as @ process in which individuals take part in decision
making in the institutions, programs, and environments that affect them [{Wandersman, 1984, p. 339).

The crucial elementin thiskind of resident participation isthat it involves the resident as an initiator and a
creator of programs and services, not merely arecipient of such programs, or evena consultant in the
process of creating services (Burke, 1979). It is through the active participation of community membersin
program decision-making that they develop a sense of control or empowerment (Caetes, 1971; Tilley &
Carr, 1975). Moreover, the literature is replete with examples of instances in which afailure to involve
community members has resulted in inferior programs (Wandersman, 1984), and instances in which
citizen participation resulted inimproved programs and services (e.g., Comer, 1976, 1980; Hodgson,
1984; Pancer & Nelson, 1990) and a better mach between the needs of the community and the kinds of
services provided (Iscoe, 1974).

Community development and resident participation were key dements in the conceptualization of Better
Beginnings, Better Futures. Community devel opment was one of the three primary objectives of Better
Beginnings, Better Futures ( b strengthen the ability of communities to respond effectively to the social
and economic needs of children and their families [JOMCSS, 1989, p. 1). As mentioned in the previous
chapter, it is the community-driven nature of Better Beginnings that distinguishesit from almost all other
prevention programsin North America With very few exceptions (perhaps only the 1, 2, 3, GO! project
established in Montreal after Better Beginnings was initiated; see Bouchard, 1997), no other prevention
program has focussed on community development or community invdvement to the extent that Better
Beginnings has. In this chapter, we describe how community development occurred at the dfferent Better
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Beginnings sites, and discussin detail the ways in which residents have been involved in this process, and
the impact that involvement had on the residents themsel ves and the communities in which they live.

WHAT ISCOMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT?

Community development can be considered as much a"process” asit is "programs.” While many of the
sites employ individuals who are designated "community development" staff, these saff spend a great
deal of their timein activitiesthat would not necessarily be described as "program™ activities. They may
accompany a group of residents to present a request for improved lighting and fencing to the local
housing authority, arganize aforum on job training, or work with residents to clean up alocal park so that
children can play safdy.

Better Beginnings, Better Futures uses acommunity-driven, rather than expert-driven approach. Most
prevention programsare conceived, planned andimplemented by experts or professionals. In recent
years there has been growing concern about the dominant role that professionals have played in those
kinds of programs, and about the subordinate role played by the individuals who are meant to benefit
from those programs. The problems inherent in expert-driven programs include the lack of control gven
to the community, the promotion of power imbalances between professionals and community members,
and the failure to utilize community members [(Knowledge, abilities and commitment. Aswell, expert-
driven programs often focus on deficits rather than strengths and do not give people the opportunity to
help themselves (Pancer & Nelson, 1990).

The community-driven approach taken by Better Beginnings, Better Futuresis very different from expert-
driven approaches. The following are some of the key characteristics of the community-driven approach:
" Community residents are actively involved in all aspects of program development and delivery;
they are key decision-makersin the process of deciding what kinds of programs are needed, how
these programs will be implemented, who will staff them, and where they will be offered.

The programs and activities offered at each site are created to meet the needs of the community,
as these needs have been expressed by community residents themselves.

Community building and community develgoment underlie much of the programming in Better
Beginnings communities.

Accessibility isamajor concern in the approach to Better Beginnings programming. Every effort
is made to make programs geographically accessible, available in the language that residents
speak, and comfortable. Barriers to participation, such as transportation and the need for
childcare, are addressedto ensure that residents can participate without cost or other restrictions.
Community events and celebrations are considered a crucial means of bringing individuals
together and giving them a sense of community.

Community Development Goals and Activities
What are the major goals of community development, and how are they achieved? The following

describes some of the major goals of community development, and the activities that have been used to
achieve them at the Better Beginnings sites.
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Goals:

" improving residents [2bility to advocate, on their own behalf, with government and community
agencies,

" working in partnership with residents and community agencies to coordinate services and secure
other needed programsand services.

These kinds of goals were achieved through partnerships such as that formed in Sudbury between the
project and the Separate School Board:

The need for francophones to establish their own programs sparked a dialogue with the
Separate School Boardto access the Centre StGabriel in January of 1992 to set up a
program in the French language.

Goals:
" enabling residents to know and understand their neighbours better;
" strengthening tiesbetween cultural groups.

Residents came to know and understand one another through many of the projects [programs, and also
through working together, training together and participating in community events together. This also
helped individuals from different cutures get to know one another, promoting understanding between
cultural groups inthe community:

Most of the projec Blactivities and programs encourage this abjective (strengthen ties
between community residents). The staff have noticed that there are markedly fewer
conflicts between neighbours. One member observed that Since so many of us have been
trained in conflict mediation, which is really just common sense problem-sdving skills,
more people feel abliged to try to settle their differences amicably O

" establishing ties beween community agencies and residents;
" networking with ather community organizations;

" working in partnership with residents and community agencies to coordinate services, and secure
other needed programsand services.

There was evidence in all of the projects that residents were forming a closer and more equitable
relationship with service providers from the various agencies, primarily by getting to know them as
individuals, on a basis of equality. Thishelped residents communicate more confidertly with agencies,
and it also enabled them to work more effectively to obtain needed programs and services.

Goal:

" facilitating the development of new community groups, helping them to organize themselves
and to get training and resources.
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Better Beginnings stes often facilitated the development of community groups and organizations, and
once these groups were established, helped them to obtain needed resources:

The community workers facilitate new community groups, helping them to organize
themselves and to get specific training and resources. For example, two community
workers are presently working with an anti-poverty group that is trying to organize self-
help workshops and community parties. Another community worker is working with a
parent to organize their tenants association. Many of the staff sit on Parent Councils at the
schoolsin the area.

" giving the community more control over its economic future;

" providing training opportunities to allow residents to enhance their organizational, self-
presentation, problem-solving and work skills.

Helping residents become more employable by providing training was one means employed by Better
Beginnings sites to enhance the economic welfare of community members. The sites also worked to
reduce the impact of economic hardship by establishing community gardens, clothing exchanges,
bartering systems, and other activities:

Community members are provided with a number of training opportunities to enable
them to participate in the project. Some are trained to co-facilitate groups and chair
meetings and these volunteers receive ongoing mentoring from staff members. Most
childcare providersand assistants were and continue to be hired from within the
community and receive intensive training and supervision. Some of the Family Visitors
were originally hired from within the community and trained as peer educators. The base
of job skillsinthe community has grown considerably because of Better Beginnings.

Goal:
" increasing social and recreational opportunities.

Many individuals in Better Beginnings communities live in isolated pockets in the community, making it
difficult to connect with their neighbours or to participate in Better Beginnings programs and activities.
To deal with thischallenge, Better Beginnings projects often brought the programs to the residerts.

The "Travelling Road Show" in Sudbury, which goes to a different location each week, is a program
specifically formed to establish links with communities which are self-contained (housing projects) and
unable to access Better Beginnings programs.

Goal:

" increasing the sense of community and pride in the community (e.g., through community events
and celebrations).

One element that was considered crucial to community development was residents [$ense of community
and pride in their community. One way in which Better Beginnings attempted to increase this was to hold
avariety of community events.
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A sports day with NIKE was organized in November. Forty children from the programs
attended. [Other community eventsincluded] a francophone literacy meeting and
luncheon, breakfast with Santa, can-skate programs, participation in francophone
festivals, winter carnival, health fair, outdoor leadership programs for the community
kids, and a parent group.

Many of the Better Beginnings programsaided the community devel opment process in more than one
way. Community kitchens, for example, not only provide assistance in dealing with economic hardship,
they also bring residents together and give them a sense of accomplishment.

The kitchens are not just about cooking together, they are a support system for the people
in them. Many members have increased their knowledge about cooking, their self-
esteem and confidence. They create community. A staff said: Bveryone in the kitchens
learns something every day from one another. O

RESIDENT INVOLVEMENT

Resident participation is the cornerstone of any neighbourhood or community devel opment process.

From the earliest stages, it was understood that residents of each of the communities selected as Better
Beginnings, Better Futures sites would be involved not only as participants inor "recipients’ of the
various programs, but as decision makers and planners of those programs as well. Indeed, the document
that outlined the major themes and principles underlying the initiative stated that [t isimportant that
members of the community have key responsihilities for dedsion-making about the design,
implementation and evaluation in community-based primary prevention programs L{OMCSS, 1989 p. 70).

What M otivated Residentsto Partidpate in Better Beginnings?

Residents had different motives for becoming involved as prgect volunteers and staff. The reasons for
getting involved with the project have not changed much since the early phases of the project; however,
the project now seemsto be better known and understood by the neighbourhood and residents

Gaining employment

Since many staff are hired from within the organization, people have come to recognize that volunteering
may give one an advantage in the hunt for employment. One site makes this very visible through their
policy to award job applicants extra points for volunteering. With people struggling to survive financialy,
it was not surprising to learn that the possibility of making some money was a prime motivator for some
participants.

Bringing up childrenin a French language and culture (Francophonesites)

Residents in the Francophone sites participated in the project because they felt it was a place where they
and their children could improve their French and engage in the French language and culture.
Participants have stated that their own and their children's French has improved markedly as a result of
their participation. They also note the importance of learning and maintaining their culture and language.
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" Becoming mor e knowlegeable about Native language and culture (Walpole | sland)

Many of the residents who participated in the Walpole Islad Better Beginnings project were motivated
by the desire to leam (and have their children learn) more about native language, crafts and traditions.

" Making the community a better placeto live
Residents were also motivated to get involved because of their desire to improvetheir communities.

| can't picture Parents for Better Beginnings [the Toronto Better Beginnings site] not
being around. 1 think that my community needsit [PFBB] there, soif | can be apart of a
committee that's going to say "Maybe we should fundraise thisor this. . .," write | ettersor
whatever, then | will do that.

) Helping others

For many residents, being able to help others was a primary factor in their involvement. Some people feel
adesire to give back to the community without receiving anything in return because this gives them a
sense of satisfaction. The project provided these residents with an avenue to help others.

" Learning and acquiring skills

For many participants who became involved with Better Beginnings, a chance to leam new skills was the
motivation for participating in the project. Many participants who mentioned this motive were recent
immigrants who saw in the project an opportunity to informally improve their English skills and learn
about the local culture. Others wanted to develop employment skillsin order to be better prepared when
the time came to join the workforce.

" Satisfying curiosity

Some residents got involved because they were curious about what the project entailed and were also
interested in keeping in touch with what was happening in their community.

) Getting involved in something meaningful, interesting and valued

Many residents participated in the project because it seemed interesting, allowed them to express their
opinions about decisions that affected their neighbourhood, and provided an opportunity to use their skills
to do something meaningful and valued, which often resulted in a sense of achievement.

Just being able to see what Elhappening with everything, like the planning. ... You can
say, "That Blnot agood idea, or that Elagood idea." . . . Helping to plan things. . . feeling
like you & important, like you have an opinion and you have avoice. . . (parent focus

group).
" Seeing Better Beginnings asa voice for the community

Better Beginnings staff saw the project as a central place where residents could gather to voice their
problems and concerns about things occurring in the community, and it provided for this activity.
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Being able to monitor children

Some parents felt most comfortable knowing they could be near their kids, whether in school or childcare,
while the parents were participating in Better Beginnings programs or activities. If any problems
occurred, the parent could be right there to deal with itimmediately.

Being close to my kids. Being able to see them, what Blgoing on in the school and that
kind of thing. That way | m close. That Slprobably the main reason U to be close to
them.

Being recognized for one's contributions

A factor that maintained resident involvement was the encouragement and recognition of participants
contributions. Knowing that one's work is valued, and receiving positive encouragement, is all that some
people need to be motivated to continue their involvement.

Other motives for getting involved in the project included participants perception that there were
opportunities tolearn through the project and to share new abilities with the community. Othersrealized
that the project dlowed them to learn new teamwork skills, and to learn about their community as well as
about other cultures.

Fostering resident involvement

A great deal of effort has been invested in fostering resident involvement at the eight demonstration sites,
but there were differences among the sites, as well. There were different ideas guiding actions about how
many volunteer residents should be involved, where they should patrticipate, and how many other types of
participants should also be present. These ideas about the level andtype of resident involvement have
had an impact on recruiting attempts at the sites. The sites with the highest levels of volunteer resident
involvement all seemed to have had clear objectives to achieve at least 50 per cent resident involvement
on key work groups as quickly as possible. Several strategies were empoyed to enhance resident
involvement:

Giving priority to resident participation

The two sites withthe greatest numbers of volunteer residents involved made it clear that achieving high
levels of resident involvement in all important decisions received a great deal of attention early in the
project development process. Resident invdvement was a basic value that influenced all decisions and
work procedures at those sites.

M odifying wor king procedures

Most sites highlighted the need to modify the procedures nomally used by professionals in meetings and
in making decisions. It was considered important to make the atmosphere of meetings more comfortable
for residents who were getting involved for the firsttime. Thisinvolved simplifying formal decision-
making procedures, encouraging professionals not to use unnecessary jargon, and using different ways to
present information at meetings (e.g., adding a visual presentation to a verbal one, and providing a verbal
clarification of written material). Suggestions were made to hold meetings at times convenient to
residents rather than necessarily during professional working hours. It was also seen as important to allow
residents to speak for themselves and to take on responsibilities such as chairing meetings and making
reports from sub-committees to theboard.
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Providing trainingand ongoing support

There was general agreement that concrete supports were necessary tofoster resident involvement - for
example, paying for or providing childcare during meetings compensating for lost revenue if appropriate,
helping with transportation. A number of site reports commented on the need to train residents for the
roles that they were playing on boards and committees and, perhaps to provide them with more between-
meeting support so that they can take partin discussions in a more effective fashion. The need to provide
staff support to subcommittees and working groups was mentioned.

Limiting professional involvement

At most sites, there was a perception that it was necessary to control the number of professionals taking
part in decision-making structures, and, in some cases, the typesof professionals involved, so that
residents would not be intimidated and overwhelmed by more experienced participarts.

Encouraging participaion of ethnic minorities

Early on in the projects development, there was relatively little success at involving members of minority
communities, particularly when language proficiency was an obstacle. However, outreach went on, and
ideas arose about what would be helpful [the hiring of steff from minority communities, making
available publicity material in different languages, devel oping some program components specifically for
minorities (e.g., aparent group, a parent [child program), using translations at meetings and in outreach,
establishing working relationships with associations representing minority groups, and having some
separate organizational structures and program devel opment groups that operate in different languages. In
genera, these strategies proved quite successful in attracting members of diverse cultures to participate
more actively in Better Beginnings.

The effects of gover nment requirements

The negotiations between the sites and the government representatives affected resident involvement in
three major ways: (a) by reducing thesize of target communities for some sites, changing the definition of
which residents should be involved; (b) insisting that some sites increase the numbers of residents
involved on their main decision-making bodies or that they involve residents mare quickly than proposed;
and (c) requiring more formal procedures and controls on boards/steering committees, which changed
what was expected of participating residents.

Other suggestions

A number of site reports stressed the need for sites to use community development or outreach workersin
the recruitment of participant residents. Some site reports suggested that having programs available
makes the attraction of new residents easier.

How Were Residents I nvolved?

The following list of the activities residents were involved with at the demonstration sites illustrates some
of the most common ocontributions residents made:

actively participating on major committees and subcomittees (often chairing these committees);

serving as active members of partner agency boards,
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participating in decision-making regarding program management (e.g. generating budgets,
planning programs, community events);

supporting and managing programs (e.g., purchasing and preparing food for meetings, community
events, organizing toy lending-library, providing childcare);

being involved in community consultation (e.g. providing feedback on research reports, taking
parti in hiring research staff and recruiting research participants);

donating goods and services (e.g., food and crafts for fund-raising, interpretation and translation);

being active in programs and activities/support (e.g., volunteering in snack program, family
resource centre, classroom);

working as paid staff (e.g., childcare assistants, family visitors, office workers, coordinators);

participating on the Better Beginnings Network (the network to which all Better Beginnings
projects belonged);

advocating on behalf of the project and the community (e.g., making presentations to public
officials, writing letters);

fundraising;

participating in promotional activities (e.g., making presentations to visitors to the site and to off-
site groups and organizations, tending displays in malls and at community events);

identifying community needs.

CHALLENGES, OBSTACLES, BARRIERSAND NEGATIVE IMPACTS OF RESIDENT
INVOLVEMENT

Although participants have reaped many benefits from being involved in Better Beginnings, some have
faced, and still do on occasion, various obstacles to staying involved. While a number of the obstacles to
getting residents involved that were identified in the early phases of the project are no longer significant
challenges, others continue to prevail in some form. Nevertheless, important progress was reported in
involving residents at the sites. However, the challenges described below illustrate the complexity of
fostering meaningful resident participation in the project.

Lack of Trust and Tension Between Service Providers and Residents

Residents were reluctant to get involved, and then to stay invdved, because of theirinitial lack of trust of
the service providers and the tension that resulted from this. Some residentshad had negative experiences
with other agencies, or heard of others [Such experiences, which left them mistrustful. However, over
time, trust has devel oped between staff, agencies and residents, &s residents learned through experience
that staff and agencies are genuinely interested in helping people to build a better community.

Better Beginnings, Better Futures Short-Term Findings Report 10-9



Chapter 10: Commun ity Development and Resident Participation

One of the factorsthat created tension between residents and service providers wasthe language and
procedures used in meetings. Many residents fdt intimidated by agency representatives and by the
meetings because of the professional jargonand formal processes that were used, often without orienting
the residents to this new structure and language. Some residents were not only intimidated but feared
agency representatives, especially those from child welfare agencies, and often were too afraid to clarify
the meanings of words, procedures or financial decisions. Residents at one site set up secret meetings at
first to figure out what occurred at committee meetings. However, over time, residents sitting at the
committee table with various agency representatives realized the staff were people, just like themselves,
with ajob to do. Agency representativesalso began to recognize the need to conduct the sort of meetings
in which residents could actively participate. Some sites found ways, such as making meetings more
informal, setting up penalties for using [Bad words, [¢reating a buddy systemfor new members, and
providing explanations of procedures (which was done willingly by a chair and the sponsoring agency 8l
director). Regularly training committee and action group members has also made them more familiar
with the language and procedures used at meetings.

She [one of the human service professional's associated with the project] kept saying, "We
need you, we need you." And then she would bring up this [@mpower. [IWhat the devil
isempower? But mog people did not know what it meant. And she used other words
too, because that's part of the lingo that goes with being educated and so on.

Residents, at times, felt that service providers didn tteally understandwhat it was liketo live in the
community, and what the community really needed:

The people that don't live here don't know, they can't feel [neighbourhood residents]
suffering, they haveto be in their shoes. If you don't live here for 24 hours, you don't
really know them, it doesn't matter how long you work here.

The imbalance of power was an obstacle to fogering meaningful resident participation in the early phases
of the project. Being involved in committees and participating in decision making with professionals was
anew experience for many residents. Resident and agency representatives [Working relationships were
strained at first since neither group was used to the different styles and ideas of the other. At first,
residents were intimidated at meetings and therefore |acked assertiveness. However, more recently,
residents participate in meetings at least as much as agency and staff do.

Differencesin Cultural Background, Language and L ifestyle

Trying to involveresidents from other countries can involve barriers of communication, expectation, and
culture. However, these residents are taking on more roles and now participate to a greater extent than
they did at the beginning of the project. Staff are still learning how to make programs more accessible to
new immigrant families, and continuously work at increasing their knowledge about different cultures
and their needs. An effort has also been madeto hire multicultural staff for various positionsin the
project.

[Asian parents] are not likely to join committees and teams because of the language and
because they are too busy. If they can't speak English well enough to join the group, they
will just be embarrassed to try to express themselves. Most families are working, are not
on social assistance, so they are very busy with family responsibilities, and have no time
to volunteer. They don't have any sparetime. Sometimes they even work Saturday and
Sunday, and they also need time to relax and spend with their children.

Better Beginnings, Better Futures Short-Term Findings Report 10- 10



Chapter 10: Commun ity Development and Resident Participation

Restricted Funding Resultsin Restricted Programming and Accessto Programs

The range of community problems that resdents would like to deal with cannot always be addressed
because of the limitsin Better Beginnings funding. Attempting to run programs past capacity hasresulted
in overcrowding and overworked staff, at which point the program is at risk of becoming ineffective or
may experience participant drop-off:

Playgroup was starting to get really crowded. | felt claustrophobic in there, it wasreally
noisy! | just cant handle all thisnoise and this screaming and everything. Sureit was
because the kids are having fun. Well, poor Better Beginnings. The Playgroup is started
and it's advertisedin the pamphl ets and everything and more and more people are starting
to go, but the placeistoo small! The kids are bumping into each other and running into
each other, and you know, that's too bad because the idea of Playgroup is good.

Equally important, financially disadvantaged families sometimes cannot participate if Better Beginnings
reguires afinancial contribution. Financial constraints, despite everything, limit the participation of
extremely disadvantaged families in some activities. While most programs are free, and family-geared
activities are designed to allow children of all ages to participate, sometimes the project asks for a small
financia contribution, or families need to provide their own transportation, meal or snack. Thiscan put a
financial burden onfamilies that would like to be involved. The site at which thisissue arosehas
recognized that extremely disadvantaged families may be prevented from becoming involved, and a
decision has been made to examine thisissue inthe near future.

I have counted the number of activities the other day, just for the fun of it. And you have
to include $1.50 for the bus: round trip, it is $3.00 for the day. Even if the babysitter is
provided for, if she lives on the other side of the city, it Blanother $3.00. If there are other
activities.. . ., it comesto $10.00 per week, just for small activities. Minimum: $40.00 per
month.

Tensions Resulting from Hiring Community Members

One of the benefitsof participating in Better Beginningsis the possibility of gaining empoyment through
the project. However, this benefit hassome negative consequences; residents often compete for jobs and
are devastated when they are not hired, especially when they feel they are qualified and have contributed
much time and effort to the project. This disappointment can lead to jeal ousy, suspicions of favouritism,
and resentment toward the project or among residents themselves because of failed expectations.

Another challenge reaulting from hiring community members derived fromthe loss of freedomto speak
out that some residents experienced when they became staff members. Asresidents, they had felt freeto
speak their minds about Better Beginnings and the community; as staff, they felt they had to be more
restrained in what they said about the project:

| liked [Action Group] better as a participant, cause | could talk and | was heard. More
than | th heard now. Now, we ré told to keep [quiet]. We ré not told this when we Fé
hired, but learned it as we went along. [Her colleague adds:] They boost you up to talk,
to be strong, then you get hired and you te told to stop. .. . Hard for me personally.
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Difficulty in Setting Boundaries Between Work and Personal Life

Three sites described in detail the negative impact that staff residents have experienced in attempting to
maintain a clear boundary between community life and work. Resident staff who work closely with
community residents and who sometimes live in the same neighbourhood develop close bonds and a
sense of intimacy, which frequently leads to demands being put on staff outside working hours. People
have varying expectations of staff who are also residents; the community does not acknowledge staff
peopl€'s official work hours, and often expect staff residents to contribute more time to the community,
which makes the staff question their responsibility to the project versus their rights as community
members. This dual role can be a source of stress as staff attempt to balance taking care of themselves
and supporting their community. There appears to be no simple solution to this complex problem, since it
is easy to get caught upin other people Slproblems while trying to simultaneously keep one Eldistance.
In order to address this problem, some sites mentioned training staff about how and where to draw a
boundary between their personal and work life.

Potential for Burnout and Over -l nvolvement

Near-burnout occurred for those who faced the challenge of juggling family life and their commitment the
project. Some mothers had to strugglein order to continue their volunteering because their children
resented the time that was spent away fram home, or because of their partner's opposition or lack of
support. Some participants who experienced this stress had to decrease their involvement considerably in
order to meet their family 8lneeds. In some cases, participants had to withdraw from the project either
briefly or permanently.

My husband would take (the children), and &ter awhile he started saying, "No, don't do
any more volunteering, | don't want to watch the kids anymore,”" because they just drive
him nuts. They wont go to bed for him or anything. . . . He would have to call me up and
say, "Get home and just put these kids to bed. [

People aready experiencing stressin their lives may easily feel overwhelmed by the amount of work
thereisto do. Others are so willing to help out that they end up taking on too much responsibility and
eventually find they need to reduce their involvement. Some people who have had multiple demands
placed on them find it hard to say no and do not wish to decrease their involvement. However, this over-
involvement can often lead to burnout as multiple demands areplaced on afew volunteers. Sometimes,
participants find that receiving arequest for help is flattering, while at other timesit is a struggle to juggle
their other responsibilities with the project Elneeds. This was especially true in the early years of the
project when there were only afew volunteers that were heavily relied upon to play diverse roles, to
attend several meetings a month, and to help in the promotion of the project.

There was areal high level of stress, burnout . . . because although other people were
doing this as part of their work andthey could go home after, this was part o my life, so |
couldn't get away from it. . . . | wasinvolved with it during the day, then [when] | went
home Better Beginnings was still in my life. . . .Because there were only afew
community people atfirst, | feltreally stressed.

Other Parents Negative Parenting Practices and Attitudes
Some families were reluctant to continue their participation with the project after witnessing other parents [

negative parenting practices and attitudes while attending programs. 1t seems this problem is not an easy
one for staff toresolve.
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There is no respect between the parent and the child. They hit their kids, they yell at
them, they swear at them and | find that very hard to deal with and that was ectually one
of the reasons we stopped going.

Gender Imbalance

In the early years of the project, a grea gender imbalance existed in the volunteering with, staffing of, and
participation in programs, suggesting that perhaps not enough was done to attract males to the project.

When | first started going to theaction group, therewere two men on the action group,
and one at first hewas introducing himself as the token male. He @ been the only one for
awhile. . . . It 8istill taking time to get them to come out. A lot of them just feel very shut
in. It Bltaking them longer to realize that there is something there for them. . . .At least,
they are starting to realize that there is something there.

Closely related tothe issue of a gender imbalance in the programs was the "woman-centred" focus
throughout the project. The few men whoinitially participated worked hard to promote the use of
language that was inclusive, and designed programs such as a dads' support group for male participants.

Age of Volunteers

Many volunteers have some kind of a connection with the project that usually results from having a child
participating in the program; therefore, often volunteers come from anarrow age group sincemost have
children in the early school years. Consequently, special efforts need to be made to involve those who are
not directly connected with the project

I also think, one of the things that is a barrier and will probably continueto be a barrier
for awhile is the types of programsthat we run and | m thinking more in terms of the
ages, the age group. Becauseas much as we have alot of programs, we fé still bound by
our mandate, which is [age] 4 to 8. So, one of the things | m thinking about now is that
when you go out to do outreach, if we can thffer, if wedon toffer, programs for kids that
are beyond 8, | mean we e hard-pressed to get those peopleinvolved. It Slall, what Blin
it for me? And very rare the person isgoing to come that really, one that don tthave a
child here, or their child has never been here, or that they ré not getting something really
out of it. To become avolunteer, to getinvolved just for the sake of it, thet is very rare.
Because most people have a connection somehow . . . (staff focus group).

Conflict with Schedules or I nconvenient L ocation

Whileit is not economical or possible for some residentsto participate because they live too far away
from the project, or have moved out of the neighbourhood, others cannot participate because meetings are
held during hours that allow easier access to those who are unemployed than those who hold regular full-
time employment. This suggests that certain residents, such as project employees or professionals, are
excluded from meetings, which are mostly held during the day. Childcare at one site isinconsistently
offered during meetings, impeding the involvement of those parents who need childcare in order to
participate. Somesites have addressed this problem by making meeting times moreflexible in order to be
more accessible to those who hold full<time employment.
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Uncertainty over Project Funding

A barrier that many staff and residents experienced near the end of the demonstration period was
uncertainty over whether the project would continue. The government could have cut funding
completely, which made it difficult for staff to stay motivated and to motivate others to stay involved.

The last couple of years was the uncertainty of the project andwhether or not it was going
to be around; | think, more or less, people sort of, .. ., but even in how we were
conducting ourselves, | mean as a staff we were more or less winding down; we sort of,
"Well what §lthe use?"' kind of thing. So our attitude may have been a part of why and
how we deal with people, how we encourage people to be involved. Because we were
wondering about our own staff and our own self . . . (staff focus group).

Simultaneously, however, this uncertainty inspired some community residents to advocate and lobby for
continued funding for the project.

Also | think at that time they became, they [the residents] took most control of the
situation because they started writing letters Owe asked them, and they did Oin different
languages, they wanted the project to continue. So they [the govemment] thought, they
were really surprised by the people who wrotein . . . (staff focus group).

Per ception that Project isIntended for Familiesin Need

Some residents limit their involvement, identify more with staff than other residents, and decline taking on
leaderships roles due to the misperceptionthat the project is supposed to benefit only disadvantaged
families.

Other people in the neighbourhood believe the project isintended to benefit only those in
need; for example, families on social assistance, or with particular kinds of problems, so
it does not apply totheir family.

Not Feeling Valued for Time Spent Volunteering

One of the benefits of involvement in Better Beginnings is the satisfaction people feel when their
contributions are recognized. But if time spent volunteering for the project is not recognized, residents
may feel that their work is not validated. However, staff attempt to address feedback from residents
immediately in order to minimize the negative impact on them.

People work so hard . .. to set it (Playgroup) up nicely and make it inviting,. . . and [they
come back] at 11h30 and the place looks destroyed.

Limitations of Training of Community Residents and Staff

Lack of financial or human resources create a barrier to making resident involvement as meaningful as it
has the potential to be. When human resources are limited, staff find it difficult to balance the time spent
on training volunteers versus that spent providing services. Itisespecialy chalenging to find the time
necessary to train residents who have little work experience, or require constant direction and guidance.
Similarly, training courses cost money that staff feel could be spent on service delivery. However, it is
recognized the training of community membersis an important aspect of Better Beginnings, and that it is
important that community residents be hired for the project; therefore, management at one site offer
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extensive professional devel opment experiencesand training to staff and management on the subjects of
communication, conflict resolution, working styles, and organizational practices.

Lack of Support for Newcomers

One site mentioned the lack of orientation for new participants. Thiswas alsoa current issue for another
site, asillustrated by residents observations about how new participants used to be nurtured, but that this
had been lost over time. Asaresult, some participants feel alack of importance or belongingness.

At the beginning, the parents were so much more encouraged to comeand were nurtured
and stroked. . . . ItBlnow the same group of parents over and over again. They Fe kind of
taken for granted, and the new people come along [and] they fe just kind of Wwhoosh, [
they ré pushed right in, and that nurturing and that adjustment hasn toccurred and | think
it might not have been as easy for them.

Language Barriersin Bilingual Communities

Sites that conduct many or all of their programs in French (Cornwall and Sudbury's francophone
community) face a barrier related to the language and culture that are essential to the communities. Even
though the Better Beginnings sites are in a French-speaking location, some children come from familiesin
which one of the parerts is English-speaking and has only alimited knowledge of the French language.
Better Beginnings leaders wel come English-speaking parents and attempt to use a variety of methods to
facilitate communication with all parents (by using translators, publishing newsletters in both languages,
or speaking English). However, when the French language is used exclusively during al formal meetings
and in report writing, many people might be excluded.

There also appears to bea constant tension among participants who hold divided views about the
language issue. One favours promotion of the French language and culture with the hope that English-
speaking parents will eventually learn sufficient French to participate in the program; the other favours
use of the language spoken by most parents in each situation.

One site formed committees to address these obstacles. At one point, it was decided that meetings would
be conducted bilingually, a translator would be chosen at the beginning of each meeting, and bilingual
members would be encouraged to converse in French. However, despite these efforts, meetings are
mostly conducted in English due to the fact that a majority of the residents were not bilingud, thus
hindering the implementation of this recommendation. People are encouraged to express themselvesin
the language of their choice during meetings. A solution tothis problem was the creation of work groups
that gave members the opportunity to meet within their cultural group andto express themselvesin the
language of their chaice. As aresult,this obstacle seems to have been overcome.

The language barrier also posed a mgjor prablem when this site attempted to integrate French- and
English-speaking programs, because it was difficult for children in these programs to converse in French,
which resulted in parents threatening to withdraw their children if the situation continued.

HIRING NEIGHBOURHOOD RESIDENTS

Hiring neighbourhoaod residents was a major strategy at all demonstration sites for incorporating resident
wisdom into project and program development. It was clear that resident employment has had a
substantial impact on the projects. Some of these effects were unanticipated.
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Hiring Prioritiesand Impacts
Sites identified a variety of challenges resulting from hiring active community members as staff:
" the "loss' of (usually the most) active volunteer leaders as they become staff;

" confusion as resident staff continue to hold board or committee positions that they held as
volunteers,

) a"loss of status" as employed residents feel they lose their voice as community representatives
and as they find themsalves supervised by professionals;

" tensions with neighbourhood peers not in staff positions;

" loss of incentives for some residents to volunteer if they did not obtain staff positions for which
they had applied.

Resident-Only Groups

Four of the seven demondration sites had, or wanted to have, some form of resident-only group that was
initiated through the project Cfor example, an independent community group, an advisory group to the
board or steering conmittee, a program group or a program development group. Ore site attempted
somewhat unsuccessfully to link with an existing school's parents group and most sites held periodic
meetings of residents for various purposes. Several sites reported the use of resident-only groups (with
staff support) aspart of their program activities.

Where the resident-only groups were clearly integrated into the administrative structure of the site Cifor
example, a program devd opment group making suggestions to the board and implementing program
decisions [Othere were few difficulties reported. However, two sites invested considerable effort into
developing an "independent” resident-only community group with unclear linkages to the project's
administration. Early on, one of these community groups made substantial contributions to the initial
project proposal andto the early project development stages at the site. Y et, as the sites' administrative
structures become formalized, as residents began to participate on these structures, and as residents were
hired and program activities begun, the purpose of these community groups became less clear and their
influence diminished.

Payment and Recognition of Volunteers

One of the difficult issues faced early on by the sites had to do with payment of resident volunteers. In
amost all the sites there had been discussions, sometimes lengthy and heated ones, about if and how
residents should be compensated for things that might be considered to be "volunteer” activities, such as
attending meetings, organizing community events, and helping out with programs. In all but one of the
sites it was decided that only residents' direct expenses would be compensated. Parentswere to be
reimbursed for childcare, transportation and other expenses that they incurred in order to participate in the
project. In practice, residents were dso compensated on a "fee-for-service" basis for specific, time-limited
tasks, such as cooking and serving meals at meetings and round-tables, setting up and taking down
playgroup decorationsand equipment, and serving as breakfast attendants.
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Residents were paid (for awhile) far the time they spent attending committee meetingsin only one of the
sites. In this site, they were given $10 plus an additional $7.40 an hour to attend meetings. Officially, this
was designated as payment for childcare and transportation expenses, but it was understood that this was

really intended to compensate residents for their time and contribution. Initially, this payment appeared to
be sanctioned by the ministries.

There were a number of reasons for paying residents to volunteer their time to the project:
" payment was thought to encourage more people from the community to participate;
" payment compensated residents for the costs that they incurred in participating;

" payment redressed the inequity between service providers (who were being paid for their work)
and residents who werenot, which may have prevented a more equal partnership from developing
between the two groups; and

" this provided financial assistance to residents, many of whomwere suffering from financial
hardship.

There were a so reasons for not paying participants to volunteer:

" many residents opposed the idea of paying people for volunteer work, feeling that volunteer work
should not be compensated;

" while paying residents for committee work may have reduced the inequity between residents and
service providers, it may have produced other inequities in the project O between those who are
paid for their participation and those who are not paid. A concern that this practice would result in
a"two-tiered system of rewarding volunteers" that would "split the very group we're trying to
unite" was the major reason that the pdicy was discontinued at the site in which it was
implemented; and

" payment involves considerable expense.
Recognizing Voluntea's

While most of the sites felt that a policy of paying volunteers was too problematic to implement, there
was dtill a desireto recognize the contribution of community members to the project. Indeed, at one of the
sites, the parents involved with the project felt that payment or other gratuities should be used to
recoghize and reward already-active parents, rather than as a way to motivate inactive parents. In order to
accomplish this, the site established a"Fun and Recognition Committee" to organize and plan events to
recoghize the contributions of the volunteering parents. Parents seemed to feel more comfortable with
planning these special recognition events than they were with payment.

Relationships Between Community Residents and Service Providers

At first, there were difficulties in the rel ationships between agency representatives and community
residents at many of the sites. This wassomewhat expected because these two groups of people from
completely different backgrounds were thrown together and expected to be able to function effectively
together.
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In the first month of the project Bloperations, residents found it difficult relating to service
providers on an equal basis. They were somewhat intimidated by the differencesin
language, by the formality and structure of committee meetings, and by the decision-
making process employed in the project.

However, over timethese difficulties are lessening, as residents become accustomed to the operations of
the project and as trust is devel oped between the agencies and community members.

The relationships between agencies and residents is slowly changing over time, mostly
because of the increasing number of people who have had positive experiences
interacting with agencies. The proximity and familiarity of agency representatives has
been a major factor in overcoming fear and building trust among residents.

Along this road to partnership betweenthe agencies and the residents, |essons have been leamed. These
lessons include the realization that professional language and jargon are not appropriate in dealings with
community members, and that members of ateam will not feel like partners unless both sides are equally
represented.

[In the beginning], service providers greatly outnumbered residents and staff. Asit was
expected, building new relationships between these different stakeholders in the project
was challenging under those circumstances. . . . [Furthermore], service providers and staff
were aware of the needto make sure that their language and actions were not excluding
residents from participating.

Despite the progressthat has been made, it seems that residentstill are mistrustful of some agencies.
Many times these arethe agencies that have to intervene in crises and, as such, pose athreat to the
community members.

At the crisis intervention level, thereis still fear and distrust between residents and
agency partners that tends to be concentrated among families who have been involved
with child welfare agencies.

It appears that developing partnerships demands alot of timeand patience because for many, these
working relationships are built mainly on positive personal interactions beween service provides and
community members.

The degree of comfort residents feel with particular service providersis related to the
extent to which the agency has integrated its services with the project, and is directly
related to the opportunity residents have had to interact personally with agency
representatives.

It also appears that there is a difference between residents [perceptions of service providers and their
perceptions of Better Beginnings staff. Although there are sometimes problemswith the service
providers, it seems that the staff have been accepted into the community wholeheartedly, and for some
residents they are even seen as extended family members.

The project staff's ability to maintain an open and welcoming attitude, to go to people and
to actively listen, seems to represent a major advantage to facilitate integration of new
participants.
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It Bllike an extended family, members go out of their way to support you. . . . [One
woman notes that the staff are genuinely kind]: Staff enjoy helping, so | can accept their
help. . . . They have compassion for those on social assistance.

The staff have become a second family for many who otherwise have no reliable source
of family. . . . It isthe connections that the Better Beginnings [staff have initiated between
people which has been the ultimate focus, and has become the community Blgreatest
resource.

Therefore, in spite of tensions and occasional setbacks, residentshave experienced fairly positive
relationships with staff and service providers, and both sides have realized that are many positive thingsto
be gained through continued partnership.

Now that Better Beginnings is established as aleader in thecommunity, it issetting an
example for how agencies can work with thecommunities that they serve. Other
organizations such as schools, hospitals, city council, and the housing authority are
having to answer to the community for nat providing meaningful community involvement
like Better Beginnings!

BENEFITSFOR RESIDENT INVOLVEMENT

Participating in Better Beginnings, Better Futures programs and activities resulted in many benefits for
residents and their families, the project itself, and the community as awhole. In the early phases of the
project, residentswho were most involved derived the most benefits. While those who are fairly involved
still do gain themost benefits, many more residents now share the advantages of being involved in the
project.

At each urban site, aselected group of residents were interviewed about their experiences in Better
Beginnings. Those interviewed had to have lived in the community for at least two years, and to have had
substantial involvement with the project. At least half at each site had children in the focal cohort.
Participants varied widely in age and cultural background. Onaverage, twelve peoplewere interviewed
per site. Much of what follows about benefits for residents is based on our report on their interviews
(Pancer & Foxall, 1998).

Achieving Personal Growth, Development and a Sense of Empower ment

As aresult of the various ways participants are given opportunities to get involved in the project, residents
who have done so have gained asense of confidence in their abilities and increased self-esteem, they have
become more assertive, independent and more aware of the resources available to them, and have
developed avariety of life skills. They also feel worthwhile and feel a sense of empowerment. Many feel
satisfaction fram having the opportunity to help othersin their community.

Enhanced confidence and self-esteem.

One of the most frequently mentioned benefits of participating in Better Beginnings has been an increase
in self-confidenceand self-esteem. Marny active participarts attribute these enhanced feelings of
confidence and esteem to the opportunities they were given at Better Beginnings. They were ableto
engage in new kinds of adivities, such as attending meetings, planning programs and events, interviewing
candidates for staff positions, making presentations to teachers, professionals and politicians, and
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developing other skillsthey could use to help the project. For thefirst time, residents felt that they were
listened to and respected for their opinions. Many residents were shy and withdrawn before they gained
this confidence, and they were surprised to see themselves in situations where they spoke their mind and
took charge of theirlives.

Better Beginnings gave me more confidence because now | am doing the Parenting Group and
before | would have never led a group, notin my wholelife And | am going into a theatre group
and | never would have done that before. Andnow getting involved in that Parenting Group,
which | never would have done before; you know, it's a group of people there and me at the front
talking. And leaming how to use aflip chart and everything. It'sgoing good. And | am just
feeling more confident, not being shy.

Residents also described feeling good about themselves and being moresatisfied with their livesas a
result of what they have learned through the project.

Staff could see the confidence building in some residents as they took small stepsin their involvement in
order to prepare themselves for eventual employment. Each new experience led to more confidence,
which allowed movemert to bigger and better challenges.

I know we & had so many [parents] who have gone from the snack program to the
classroom. . . . You seepeople gradually through the various stages, preparing for work. .
.. [One parent] is now on the Board of the Health Centre and probably through
involvement here she gat experience and confidence to do that. . . . [Another parent hag]
been involved with the snack program and is very keen about the community. She
decided to run for trustee. She did aremarkable job ... [She] has gone on to the Board of
the [municipality's] Social Development Council (field notes, 10/18/95).

" Reinfor cement of confidence in participant Slown abilities.

Some residents just needed some time to become comfortable inthe Better Beginnings environment, and
alittle bit of encouragement, to reinforce their corfidence.

| told myself that by getting involved, | would get inthe system, get one foot in the door.
| could ask questions without having people look at me, . . . because people would think:
[Ah, she works with Better Beginnings [Jthat Elwhy she asks questions!.

| realized that | could sit on almost any committee meeting and have an opinion. But at
first, one (parent) would say, "The other people, they know that," just because they were
a professional. But later on, we realized that if they were professional and they had a
degree, it didn Eimean they knew this. . . (parent Blcomments, 1997).

" A sense of independence, assertiveness and awar eness of resources and rights

Building an Awarenessof Resources and Becoming Independent. A number of participants indicated
that they had gained greater knowledge about community resources that were available to them and to
their children. They learned how to identify their needs and to seek help. Staff personally worked with
many residents in order to make them more aware of the resources available to them. Once staff saw that
residents were comfortable enough to seek out and use the resourcesthemsel ves, they encouraged
residents to be assertive and try to be independent. Many residents just needed a little support in the
beginning; Better Beginnings was there to provide essential tools to eventually allow participants to
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function independently and to use the resources in their communities.

They told me that when my daughter turns 5 years old | can Ebe involved in the Family
Visitor program anymore. So what my Family Visitor is doing is that she Bitrying to
show me al the services that are around in the area so that | [ know them and be able to
use them myself when | i out of the program. . . . Having a Family Visitor has helped
my kids, but it has also made me more confident to do things by myself. Likethis
afternoon | [ be going alone to the doctor Blwith my son. (June 1997)

Becoming More Assertive. The increase in confidence and self-esteem that participants experienced a so
led to their acting more assertively with agencies, aswell asin their personal life. Before becaming
involved with Better Beginnings, some residents felt they were being taken advantage of and they did not
have the courage to say no, even though they were already feeling overwhelmed. Participants mentioned
that, as part of their learning to be more assertive, they also learned the ability to ask for and accept help
when needed.

At the beginning, the building was falling apart and Housing wasn't doing anything. My
kids have asthma and the paint was coming off and cracking. . . . | guess working for
Better Beginnings gave me the courage to go. . . . By working for them | learned that you
do have aright to goto housing and tell them you have the right to fix something you
rent. . . . When before, you know, | used to think that thisis subsidized housing and I'm
just glad that | have this place and | never thought to like to go to them and tell them and
say, "Look you don't dothis, I'm going to do this!" Better Beginnings gave me the
courage to know that | can do it. My place is better than it was before.

Positive Relationships with Service Providers and Community Institutions. In addition to giving
residents the opportunity to get to know their neighbours, Better Beginnings also brought residents into
closer contact with other service providers in the community. Residents now have a better knowledge of
the various agencies, as well as the confidenceto discuss their problems as they arise. Rather than just
receiving services from agencies, residents and service representatives now collaborate on a more equal
basis.

We've got better relations with agencies and there's been a whole lot of difference in the
neighbourhood now people know there's places they can go, there's people they can talk
to and then those people can put them where they need to go or who they have to talk to. .
.. When they see somebody from welfare sitting at the same table with you, theyve
proven that they're ordinary people. They'rejust like you and | and they have ajob to do.

Development of positive social skills, life skillsand communication skills

Through their volunteer work for the project, many residents have enhanced their life skills.
[Interviewer: What did you learn from doing the Needs Assessment?] | really learned to
talk to people. | was afraid because when you don Eknow how to approach people you

don Eknow how to talk to them. | learned that there 8lnothing to be afraid of. Y ou have
totry and you can doiit. | think | learned that. If you want to do it, you can do it.

Better Beginnings, Better Futures Short-Term Findings Report 10-21



Chapter 10: Commun ity Development and Resident Participation

Feeling wor thwhile, valuable and impartant

A number of residents expressed feeling worthwhile, valuable and important. It appears that no matter
what state their life was in, the experiences they had through Better Beginnings made these residentsfeel
important. Many were given the task of sharing their knowledge and expertise about their own
experiences, promoting and representing the project to the outside community, planning and
implementing events and activities, and listening to others who were experiencing difficultiesin their
lives. The positiveeffects of realizing that residentshad something of value to contribute to the project
and the community were extraordinary.

(T)here was a group of people that were in from another organization and they asked me
to come and speak as a parent about the project and that was very flattering. . . . | had the
privilege of showing these people the whole centre, . . . so al this sort of thing was really
rewarding for me. | actually was becoming known in the prgect and that was redly nice.

Becoming a better person

Several residents spoke of the positive changes they noticed in themselves as aresult of their involvement
with Better Beginnings.

| have become a healthier, stronger parent and all around a much better person. | have
had the confidence and the skills heeded to apply for and receive a part-time position with
the Better Beginnings project . . . (field notes 02/02/96).

Feelings of empower ment on a personal and community level

As aresult of their involvement, residents gained a sense of power as individuals, as well as a community
asawhole. Thisempowement developed over time as residents began to feel comfortable at meetings
and started expressingtheir opinions, had opportunities to get involved in decidon-making, and felt that
they were being taken seriously by othersin the project. Once residents felt that they had the power to
influence important decisions that would affect them or the community, they began to play a moreactive
role in lobbying for the project and taking on more ownership of it.

The community | live in has become closer. . . . | have become empowered to be an
active community resident. | feel that | can approach teachers and community agency
personnel with confidence and composure.

Sense of life purposeand sense of identity through self-discovery

One of the ways in which residents experience personal growth is through the development of their
personal identity, often through a process of self-discovery. Many have realized they enjoy who they
really are; it just took someone else to listen to them before they recognized the special qualities within
themselves.

| find that BB places alot of emphasis on the woman, the joy of being awoman and
solidarity betweenwomen. | like being awoman, and | have shared my femininity 01 e
lived it fully between women who understand. We have enough negative messagesin
our society. And | find that BB beautifies the image of the woman. | have really enjoyed
being a mother, being Mommy, being awoman (May 1997).

Better Beginnings, Better Futures Short-Term Findings Report 10- 22



Chapter 10: Commun ity Development and Resident Participation

: Satisfaction gained from helping others

Many residents got involved with the project because they saw an opportunity to help others, and the
sense of satisfaction these residents gained from hel ping others in turn made them feel better about

themselves.

Through helping other families, | feel better about myself. Being able to offer the support
| personally needed before has helped me personally.

" Greater political awar eness and involvement

Residents often became more politically aware and sometimes heavily involved as aresult of their
participation in the project. Having seen staff advocating for the project, residents eventually took on this

role themselves and realized they too couldfight for changes.

Before being involved with Better Beginnings, you would have to give me ahintif you
asked me who the Prime Minister was. | mean, | was just so uninvolved; . . . nothing that
was happening in the government was affecting me. But through them [Better
Beginnings] it kind of opened up my eyes and helped me realize that | can participate in
the outcome of my future.

Through their political involvement, some residents gained insight into the broad social factors that
influenced their lives and those of the people around them, and this resulted in an even deeper sense of
commitment and the desire to see some changes.

Doing public speaking, like to the Premier of Ontario. . . As| got to learn more about
how political the lives of people arewho are living in poverty, the more | wanted to do
something to try and change that.

There Blanother meeting called Community V oices where we have a group of residents
who are learning about the political system, and how to . . . goout and talk for themselves
... (staff focus group).

L earning Opportunities, Training, and Re-entry into the Wor kfor ce

Residents involved in Better Beginnings have learned a variety of skills through their participation with
the project. Some residents got involved in public speaking while promoting the project, new immigrants
were able to improve their English skills informally, and many participants devel oped enough
employment skillsto be hired by the project or to seek employment elsewhere.

" Building competencies and lear ning or ganizational and leader ship skills

Many residents became involved in public speaking, had opportunities to engage in decision making,
attended training sessions, and gained work experience. These were new experiences to most residents
and many appreciated the opportunities to develop their organizational, leadership and communication

skills.

It's like going to college, . . . it's hands-on experience. Most people who go to college can
get the theory part of it, you know, just theory, but . . . hands-onisjust, just so different,
and, to me, | received a college degree in terms of the skills | learned, you know: chairing
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committees, writing letters, . . . going to events and meetings and actually making
presentations, so itimproves your speaking skills, takes away your fear totalk . . . toa
large crowd, and knowing, . . . regardless of how many people are sitting out there
looking at you, you can handlerthis. . . . litwasajob, it really wasajob. . .. The benefits
and the rewards, better than the job. 1 don't think | ... would have learned al | learned
had | gone to college for that four years. . . . And also, themore you learn, themore you
feel capable, because | went back and took many workshops.

Development of public speaking skills

Public speaking provoked anxiety in residents as much as it does to anyone else. But staff had confidence
in residents to promote the project in the best way they could. This support allowed residents to engage in
speaking to the public, and, over time, it has become second natureto these participarts. In the process,
residents realized how powerful their input can be if they have the courage to stand up to politicians and
tell them what they do or do not support.

[E]ach time [speaking in public] is getting better and better. . . . | used to hate stuff like
this, . .. but | felt kind of good last week when | did the debate, and | thought, you know,
there's no way if Onward Willow hadn't got me used to doing this public speaking, . . . if
it hadn't been for that, | wouldn't have been able to debate the same way.

Home Visitor training dopens up employment opportunities

Home visitor training, in particular, benefited participants because participants built up their strengthsin
order to be competent on the job. In fact, one participant's experience was so positive that she decided to
make a career out of that type of work andwent back to school.

[T]here was alot of training that went on for the home visitors and whatever areas were
our weaknesses, Onward Willow provided the training to build up our strengths. . . . But
learning all this stuff, it was like gates had been opened, you know, and it was time for

me to pass through those gates. So | decided that as much as | enjoyed my job as a home
visitor, | wanted to learn more, sol resigned as a home visitor and was accepted at the
Social Service Worker Program and | went to school for two years and just recently
finished in April. So that came as aresult of what | was doing as a home visitor, because
| wanted to do my job better. | wanted to do it on a more professional basis because | was
only alay person. | wastrained informally and using some of my own life experiences
and that sort of thing, but | wanted to do more.

Improved work skills and encouragement from staff allow for further career and
educational development

Receiving support tolearn and grow on the job has encouraged parti cipants who were thinking about
going back to school or work but were not confident enough about their skillstodo it on their own.

In August, | applied for ajob with [name of agency]. It took me aweek and a half to
decide to apply. . . . | have found that with Better Beginnings, | had reached a stage in
my life where | needed more challenge. Then it took me aweek and ahalf before
deciding if | was going to meet thischallenge; to decide to take this chance or let it go. |
decided to take it, and | haven tregretted my decision ever since. At my new job, | can
say that up to now the experience | acquiredwith Better Begnnings helped me. When
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you apply for ajob like that, you need some experience. There are too many people and
too much competition nowadays, too many indviduals with extensive backgrounds to be
hired without having experience (a parent and former project employee, 1997).

" Creation of jobsthrough Better Beginnings

Many residents who begantheir involvement as volunteers were evertually employed inavariety of jobs,
including home visitor, research assistant, and teacher §laid. For some people thisincome was much
needed, but for othersit was aso arecognition of their capabilities and a fufilment of their dreams to do
work they e always wanted to be involved in, and Better Beginnings allowed them to have this
opportunity. Some employees are willing to put extratime into the project because they know it benefits
their community.

| dnever have thought that six years later [i.e., Six years after her initial involvement with
the project] it would be me that would be hired. Wow! Something | can do. And then,
realy, | m not so bad at it. | have alot of funl Now, | o [formally recognized as the
person] in charge of what | do.

" Training promoted persistence

Volunteers and paid staff have had opportunities to gain work skills, but, moreimportantly, they learned
the value of perseverance and commitment.

| started off asavolunteer so | didn't just like jump in and just start working and get paid.
| started from volunteering. | was just, you know, helping out and then they said, "Hey!
Y ou're doing such a goodjob, why don't you see if you could get paid by [student
training program]?' And | said, okay. So . .. the job wasn't handed to me, | had to work
my way to it, so in the future that's always going to bethere saying, "Hey! Remember
when you got the job at PFBB? Y ou had to WORK for it." So, in other words, don't quit
and always keep trying'cause when you try you know you put effortinto it and then you
know you deserve that award at the end instead of something just being handed to you
and you didn't work for it Cit's just given to you.

BENEFITSTO SCHOOL
School and Community Are More I ntegrated

Resident involvement has also had a positiveimpact on a school inwhich one of the Better Beginnings
projectsis housed. The school and community became more integrated, allowing for the development of
closer relationships and opening up communication between teachers, parents and the community.

[The] school has really opened up its doorsto the community because of Better
Beginnings being around. The school would have been more secluded fromthe
community. . . . Now it Blwide open and it 8imore used, and | think peoplein the
community are feeling now more pulledto the school. It Blnot off limits. It Bla space
they can share and access. . .. [The] school [is] more accessible to parents and residents. .
.. [The] school is nothing like it used to be prior to Better Beginnings ... . (field notes
10/18/95).
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Teachersand Community Members Are Communicating

Teachers have also gained an understanding of their community as a reault of their involvement in Better
Beginnings committees, which many parentsattend.

Better Beginnings has given teachers an opportunity to see themselvesin adifferent role
in relationship to the community, and teachers have a better sense of community because
they & going on committees with other parents.. . . (field notes 10/18/95).

Par ents Feel Welcomed in the School

The school is no longer a place where parentsare uncomfortable. They now feel more integrated into the
school and confident in expressing their opinions.

Parents feel welcomed and feel part of the school. Would challenge any schoal to the
number of parents who said that they feel welcomed . . . (field notes 02/23/95).

BENEFITSTO BETTER BEGINNINGS PROJECT
Volunteers Free up Staff Time and Make More and Better Quality Programs a Possibility

Since the residents who help to create programs have more invested in them, they also play a greater role
in developing and running the programs. This gives staff time to plan and administer the programs, and to
spend their time communicating with parents and helping them. The volunteer time also resultsin more
programs and events tha would not have been paossible without those volunteers.

| think with residentsinvolved in any program or any event that we do, | think it allows
for usto have, not less to do but less burden on our shoulders, so therefore allowing usto
have an even better program . . . (staff focus group).

In the kindergarten classes they never went on trips, and now they have three trips
planned for the year because they have the volunteers (staff focus group).

Residents Know Needs of Community, Which Resultsin Successful Programs

Residents at most sites are extensively involved in the planning of project activities and events. Theideas
for new programs often begin with the residents, and since they are expertsin the needs of their
communities, programs that are coordinated by staff and residents seem to be more successful. One site
reported that this resultsin "programming that always fits much likeatailored suit" (O, p. 9). Much
programming is participant-controlled, since residents request programs that would fill their needs, and
sites usually try to provide such programs.

| think for along time. . . we pushed for the Breakfast Program and now itis here and
we e saying, "see, it Blsuccessful.”. . . So | think the parents have stuck around to finally
see the benefits of saying, "We need a Breakfast Program, we need aBreakfast Program.”
And now we have one here andit's benefitting the project and the teachers are liking it . .
. (parent focus group).
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The aerobicsis one of them. The ballet, for little kids. Two of the programs that have
gotten provisions for, and how that worksis that somebody will come to me and say,
"Can you do this?' And | will say, "Well, for you? Or do you know of other people that
would want this program?* And they disay yes. They dgo away and . . . | would get a
list of all the people who want the program, so that then we d know that there is a need
(staff focus group).

Since residents are experts in the needs of the community, programs developed by residents themselves
actually result in better attendance.

Another benefit of resident participation in program planning is well-attended programs.
The PEAS Group and the Community Drop-in are good examples of this. Both of these
programs were built based on gathering residents together and asking them what they
wanted the program to look like. The result was consistently good attendance.

Enhanced Program Relevanceand Organization

In al the sites, resident involvement was seen as crucial indevel oping programs that were relevant to the
needs of the community. Without resident input, programs might have never gotten off the ground or
might not have been as effective. Therefore, one of the most important contributions to the project has
been residents lRnowledge of their community and what kind of programs would be effective in that
community.

It has ensured that our work is relevant to the needs of the community. In all levels (staff,
volunteers, etc.), we have a strong community voice Cparents who know what the
challenges and needs are.

Organization Stays Accountable

Resident involvement has ensured that the project as an organization stays accountable for the programs it
offers and the way in which it operates.

Community residents know what their community needs. PFBB has taken full advantage
of expert input. [Resident participation has helped PFBB] by keeping the organization
accountabl e to the communities it serves, visible, and recognized.

Project isHeld in High Regard in the Community

The outside community holds the program in high regard. Many residents were given the opportunity to
make presentations about the project to politicians, teachers, and other professionals, which had a very
positive effect on how the project was perceived in the community.

Another thing we rely alot on residents for, again back to the advocacy stuff wherewe, a
lot of people have developed the skills to go out and do the public speaking stuff, talking
to politicians, and other groups about what the project does. So right now, this project is
held in high regard Clone of the reasons for high parent or resident involvement, left, front
and centre. That we have taken the 51 percent [i.e., adecision to have at least 51% of all
committees be comprised of residents], even though we may not have 51 percent in some
of our committees we [e still make sure that residents are [prominent] in all of the
committees and really and truly have avoice. . . (staff focus group).
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Other Benefits

The collaborative relationship between staff and residents hasresulted in the creation of an environment
built on trust, which helps the project quickly build trust in the community. One site spoke about using
the trusting relationship as a promotional tool to draw new participantsto the project. Staff Sleffortsto
nurture the talents of community residents are partly responsible for residents taking on a greater
ownership of the project, which benefits the project in the end since staff can concentrate more on
providing essential services. Resident involvement has also benefited the project because staff are
educated about different cultures in the community, more skills are brought to committees, and the
project 8lmandate for working with the community is fulfilled. Staff are also satisfied by the fact that
residents show their support for Better Beginnings programs.

BENEFITSTO COMMUNITY

Through their involvement and experiences at Better Beginnings, residents act as role models for others
influence other agencies, and advocate for all community residents. Through the devel opment of a belief
that the community could be a better place, the physical safety and appearance of the community has
improved, and community residents now fed more responsibility for community members and problens.

Residents as Role Models

Children and the community have benefited from seeing involved residents model postive behaviours.
Parents were also happy that they learned how to be better role models for their children.

One dad noted that the many community improvements increase the local kids [pridein
an otherwise pejoratively labeled neighbourhood. He also noted that, because of his
involvement in the project, he is now helping kids in the community who are not directly
involved (they & older than the target group). Asaresult, these children and adol escents
are learning that some adults can and do care and can listen without judging them.

All Residents Benefit From Social Action

Some of Better Beginnings, Better Futures communities have experienced changes that resulted from
residents coming together to take action for needed services and programs. As a result of residents taking
responsibility for social action within the project, the community benefits from improvements, such as a
four-way stop sign and meal programs, that residents have fought for.

Participants noted that there have been many improvements to the community as the
result of Better Beginnings. These include tangible things such as a four-way stop, meal
programs, food box, parties and trips.

We're amuch stronger community, much gronger. | mean we ke done endless things.
[One of the Better Beginnings residentq, there, she gets people to go around and get
petitions and things from the city council. We have that four-way stopping flashing light
at the bottom of the hill. A little boy [had been] killed here. We have our other stop signs
and thingstoo. Weve gone out there and fought for it. We fought for our community but
it also hitsthe press and it's been done. Better Beginnings did it right.
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Resident Influence on Other Agencies

Through their experience in dealing with agencies within the project, many residents have learned that
they can a so influence other agencies. The standards set by Better Beginnings have now become
standards that residents believe all agencies should follow, andthey are not afraid to ask them to.

"Through my involvement with Better Beginnings | joined an introductory panel at the
[local] Hospital in 1991 and got very involved in obstetrics. | assisted in therenovation of
the floor, became Chair of the Maternal and Newborn Program Community Advisory
Panel, and | am an active member of the Neighbourhood Relations committee, which has
agreat influence to the Board of the Hospital, much likethe Better Beginnings Parent
Group did. Through the hospital, | was contacted to do consulting for the Health Canada
Family Centred Care Maternal and Newbom Guidelines for Health professionals, and
give my feedback and ideas from a "'consumer” perspective. Thiswas an enjoyable
experience, as | was one of the only consumers ever to have an impact on such material.

Development of a Belief that the Community Can Change for the Better

Many residents have seen the reopening of parks that were once considered unsafe and now are busy
leisure parks, and they attribute this to the project Slefforts to improve the community. This has
influenced residents beliefs about their community inapositive way.

Better Beginnings has hel ped people to believe in their community. A number of
respondents noted that the North End of Kingston has been given a number of negative
labels and this contributed to people feeling ashamed of their community and hopeless
about change. Likewise, residents had seen several organizations come and go and were
skeptical about the possibility of change. With Better Beginnings, people believed that
the community could be different.

One long time-member of the project remembers how encouraging it was to participate  in the Vision
Day. Sheremembers that you couldn ftell the difference betweenthe community and agency people.

Decreased Use of the Welfar e System

While some residents who are on welfareincreased their feelings of worthinessas aresult of the
opportunities Better Beginnings has provided, others have decided to get off welfare altogether after
realizing they can cortribute to the workforce in a meaningful way.

Being involved with Better Beginnings has made me more confident, has given me self-
esteem. Even if Better Beginningsisgone, | [ have ajob. | won figo on welfare
anymore (March 1997).

Malnutrition and Cases of Abuse are Recognized and Acted Upon
As part of feeling a greater sense of responsibility toward their community, residents and staff keep an
open eye for problemsfamilies may be having and ensure that these problems are dealt with immediately,

and, ideally, prevented in the future.

There have been some changes in the community. People aren flgetting away with
things, like if they see kids getting abused, BB will make sure that the right people are
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contacted. Or if they fé not being fed, there Bimore help, with them being there. Before,
nobody really cared, they never did anything (June 1997).

Improvement in Physical Appearance of Community

Residents spoke about the communities [¢leaner physical appearance, and felt this was partly due to
Better Beginnings initiatives and partly due to the residents [greater sense of ownership and pride in their
communities.

| think one of the things that is evident almost immediately is the recognition that thisis
our home. We, as members of the community, live here; . . . thisisour home. Respect
for the physical community, the fact we've planted gardens, flowers and that weve been
ableto renovate [the local park] by putting in walkways, trees and that kind of thing, is
the first evidencethat people feel at home. . . . People have gotten together and rai sed
issues . . . to preserve green space in the community . . .

Sense of Safety and Security

Several residents felt that their communities had becomemore safe and secure places for themselves and
their children.

| think people feel safer too with Better Beginnings here. The Project Coordinator has a
big part in that, because she did alot of work with getting the police to comeinto the
community and work with the kids. | guess the more the people get to know each other,
the more they feel safe, too.

Residents are M ore Comfortable Actively Dealing with Agencies

Residents are confident and comfortable in dealing with community agencies as a result of their
involvement in the project.

It's made me feel more comfortable, like getting, being involved in the school with . . .
the teacher, because we . . . parents are able to be in the school.

Sense of Community, Belonging and Opennessto Experience

For many residents, the benefit of participating in the project has been areduction in their social isolation,
and the development of a social support network that was almost non- existent before they became
involved. Over time, community residents began to feel a sense of connection with other residents and
the larger community, began to take pride in their community, and developed a sese of ownership and
responsibility for their neighbournood. The supportive and nonjudgmental environment promoted by
Better Beginnings dso resulted in staff and residents learning about and accepting different cultures and
personalities.

" Reduction in social isolation, boredom, loneliness and fear
Several residents spoke about the friendships they had made throughtheir participation, and how Better

Beginnings helped to break the isolationthey had experienced. Better Beginnings sites maintain an open
door policy, in which anyone can drop in and immediately experience a break from their isolation.
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Better Beginnings doffers the community a break from their isolation. [I ] no longer
isolated, there isalways a playgroup or something going on that you could be involved
with to have a voice in your community.

[If it were not for the project] | wouldn Chave any friends, | wouldn £have aworking
group. . . . | dibe lost, maybe | woudn tbe here anymore.

" Increasein social support through development and enhancement of support networks

The opportunity to meet other residents was another benefit of participation. Asaresult of meeting so
many people through Better Beginnings, residents feel tied to the people they have met and to their
community. The social contact offered by Better Beginnings was a way to expand their social network,
make friends, and have someone to do things with. Some residents saw their friends as sources of support
and help if the need arose. Many felt that the friends they met could be considered asextended family.

Asfor me, the best part was meeting all these nice people inthe community. Beforel
was involved, | lived here for 13 years and didn't even know as many people as| got to
know in the two years since I've been involved. These are the best friends | ever knew.
I'm not involved anymore in Onward Willow, but | still come and see all my friends.
Thisisthe best community I've ever lived in. I'velived in several cities for over 25 years,
and, in my opinion, thisis the best place.

Through volunteeringin the kitchen, you meet other parents and are able to provide
support to one another. . . . We support eachother. We love eachother . . . (field notes,
01/09/95).

" Sense of owner ship and responsibility for community

Residents that become involved in the project have devel oped a sense of ownership and responsibility for
their community, which has influenced the decision making for the project. Rather than considering
themselves or the project in isolation, residents make decisions that are best for the community asa
whole.

Some things are better now. . . . Parentstake responsibility for other peoples children . .

We [made a difficult decision] becauseit was the best for the neighbourhood, not because

it was up to us personaly. . . . [In the future] | can see me still working with these people

and looking for more funding and just trying to help alot more people get through the

way | did. ..

" Community isa good placeto live

While many Better Beginnings communities have had pejorative labels, over timethere has been a
complete turnaround. Some residents have become so attached to the community that they have moved
back to the neighbourhood after being away for a while.

I'm not going tolet thisfall by the wayside, as | & seen too many changes. Too many
positive changes. Bigchangesin the community. People stand up in front of groups of
people, and television, or anything else, and we are proud of our community. We like
living here; people don't want to move out. In fact, people who had moved out have
moved back now. They want to be in Better Beginnings, they want to be part of what's

happening.
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Greater sense of connection among community residents

Many residents felt a greater sense of connection with other people in the community and attributed this
sense of connection to the presence of Better Beginnings.

It'salot quieter and people are pretty respectful. And we know each other, like | know a
fair amount of peagple around here. If they need stuff, they can come here or if they need
help they can go to Onward Willow. . .. There's a connection. If people have problems,
they can phone and have peopleto talk to. . . . You'll drive by ahouse for sale and you'll
think, "That's a nice house for sale," andthen I'll go, butit's not in the Better Beginnings
neighbourhood and | really don't want to leave, because it's warking so well here. . .

There's definitely been lots of changes here. It'salot quieter, people are talking to their
next-door neighboursno matter what rece they are. | have participants that are visiting
with their neighbours no matter what race they are; . . . visiting with their neighbours and
they never would have before. Last year, we had a potluck here at the Community Centre
put on by Better Beginnings and the TenantsAssociation. And we had one family who
came over for the potluck, that had lived here for eight years, and that was the first time
they ever set foot in the Community Centre. | was on the association and | could never
get them out to anything, but they came to this potluck! It wasamazing! | think that's
because Better Beginnings is around, and people know it. | think people are getting really
connected.

Under standing and acceptance of different people, per sonalities, cultures

A supportive, respectful, nonjudgmental, nonracial environment is promoted at Better Beginnings
projects. This has had a great impact on the views of many residents about people from cultures other than
their own. Residents talked about this impact asif Better Beginnings had broken barriers that previously
precluded them from relating in any way with people of other cultures. Both staff and community
members learned to have patience, to be empathetic and understanding, to have an appreciation of other
cultures, and to accept others as people like themselves. It appeas this change in attitude toward other
cultures would never have occurred for mast people if they did not have encounters with those of other
cultures in an environment like Better Beginnings. Some resdents felt so supported by the people they
have met through Better Beginnings that they consider these peop e as their extended family.

Maybe | was alittle racist before. Maybe it scared me, and when you go to the
Community Centreand they are there, they give you alittle smile and they don't know
how to talk to you, it'sless scary. | know their culture, | heard them talk, | know the
problems that they have, so I'm less tempted to judge them. I'm even tempted to have
discussions with them and meet them. | find that a program like that mixes up the
cultureswell. It'slessdifficut to crossthe bridge Uit's like it breaks the barriers.

Development of a better under standing and respect for community
Some residents had previously had little contact with their neighbours and the community, and their
involvement in the project helped themto realize how others saw the community. This fostered a better

understanding of and respect for the community.

In the springtime | did the whole needs assessment thing. 1t was good to knock on doors
and talk to people. | would never think that we're going tosit here for three hours with a
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group of people fixing the questions and then going out. It took alot of timebut | think
you get to see how people in the same community see the community in such a different
light. How could I, who live in Apartment X, and someone who livesin Apartment Y,
perceive this place asso different?

LESSONS LEARNED

The involvement of neighbourhood residents in devel oping, implementing and publicizing
programs is crucial to ensure that programs meet the needs of the community and have high levels
of participation. Participation of residents can be enhanced by providing childcare for those
attending meetings, by providing food or snacks, or by other means that make participation
comfortable for those who come out.

Programs need to be responsive to community wants and needs. Listening to the community and
acting quickly to serve them can have a positive effect on program participation. Some of the
most heavily used programs have been ones that were requested by the community.

Community membersneed to give along-term commitment to the program, because lasting,
meaningful change takestime.

Recruiting parent volunteers is essential to the success of the program. All o the project
coordinators felt that the parent volunteers were vital to the project.

Hiring resident parents can increase the programs [Success because those parents are sensitive to
the community needs, they can relate to thedifferent ethnic groups, and they seem to elicit greater
levels of trust and participation from the community.

Having teenagers as volunteers and paid employees in the program is beneficial because they
develop bonds with others outside their age group and it allows the community to see the teensin
a positive light. This contributes to the community Sifeelings of safety.

However, residents should be hired on the basis of their skills, not just because they have
experience living in the community.

Regular consultation with the community is vital for program design, implementation, and
evaluation. The volunteers who sit on the committees know what the community needs and will
ensure that the programs continue to meet the needs of the families in the neighbourhood.

It isimportant to thank volunteersfor al of their hard work. Recognition dinners and
honorariums are effective ways of showing appreciation to residents.

M eetings and events should be less formal and more social to be welcoming to community
residents; having food and "treats" is one important way of providing a more social atmosphere
and promoting a sense of community.

The kind and degree of benefit that residents experienced appearedto relate to thetype and level
of their involvement. Individuals who participated in the planning and development of programs
as members of steering and working groups, who were hired as program staff, or who had spoken
on behalf of their project to outside audiences, were the oneswho appeared to derive the greatest
benefit.
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