WHAT WE ARE LEARNING ABOUT CREATING COMMUNITY CIRCLES

Some Guiding Ideas about building Community Connections

Our inspiration to try and build Community Circles in Nottingham has been the work of Lois Smidt and the organisation she created in Ames, Iowa - ‘Beyond Welfare’.

Beyond Welfare is a gathering of citizens with a simple but ambitious aim – “to eliminate poverty in Story County by 2010”. They define poverty much more widely than simply a lack or shortage of money and recognise that poverty of meaning and/or relationships are equally common in our communities. So when they say their aim is to eliminate poverty, they mean they “strive to build a countywide community where all of us have enough money, healthy relationships and a sense of purpose and meaning. 

What do we mean by Community?

This definition from Peter Block (2008) is a good starting point:

“Community…is about the experience is belonging. We are in community each time we find a place where we belong…to belong is to be related to and a part of something  .It is the opposite of thinking that wherever I am, I would be off somewhere else…to belong to a community is to act as a creator and co-owner of that community. The work then, is to seek in our communities a wider and deeper sense of emotional ownership; it means fostering among all of a community’s citizens a sense of ownership and accountability”

So it is not simply about place – it is about relationship…
So what do we think we have learned after almost a year and a half of doing this work?

· That it is still easier to say what this sort of group ISN’T rather than define precisely what it is.

We do spend time each gathering simply exploring and building a picture of what participants value about meeting in a community circle. [image: image1.png]e SR | =g = *
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· People show up (or don’t) by choice - not because they have been referred to the Community Circle or had their attendance mandated by someone else. 

· Linked to the above point – People need to come as themselves and not in their work role or as a representative of a local service or organisation or on behalf of someone else

· People will only show up if invited personally and some need a person with them to be present at all

· Ensuring people are properly welcomed on arrival by assigning this role to at  least three people including younger members sets a tone

· It is about creating a context, which allows or restores what is already and always there between people – the impulse to be generous and offer support – but, again, no one is obligated to do anything in response to a particular need, want or offer.

· Safety of all needs thought – but focus on ‘natural’ rather than ‘special’ safety measures – e.g. doing things in 3s rather than 2s. It is not being vulnerable that puts you in jeopardy – it is being vulnerable and isolated. We asked the leadership of ‘Beyond Welfare for their thoughts on staying safe whilst building community relatedness, this was their reply:
        “…we have had many community conversations about this. We used our Thursday night gatherings to engage the community in setting the ‘policy’. We have a policy that, with the little kids, at least 2 adults/care providers are present so that there is an accountability/protective structure. Wit the youth, yes pairs or threes to assure the same. The reality is that people get hurt in spite of protective measures, in all kinds of situations. We opt not to do ‘background checks’ because they are not a community structure of protection, they are an institutional ‘solution’.  And – if they truly worked we would not be seeing so much abuse in foster and institutionalised care where background checks are required. So we opt for a community/relational approach. It is also our experience that even people with a history of challenging behaviours behave better in a circle of community. God news also is the knowledge that we have not had an abuse incident in our 12 years of building community”
· People who know a lot of people are important – find your community connectors.

· Young people of all ages are a unifying presence within Community Circles. As Peter Block says; “It’s hard to argue against the next generation” Nurture their leadership and their impulse to be generous. The Community Circle is a gathering where they can participate on equal terms around real and lively issues, it’s not school – no one is forcing them to be there – and in our experience they keep coming back. The young people seem to appreciate the respectful space where they can offer help as well as name their own needs. They are great at welcoming and hospitality and love eating and drinking!

Angus (Aged 15  ) “It’s meant a lot to see people all helping each other”
· Gatherings need to be intentionally facilitated and hold a structure. Community Circles are not an open ended get together – someone (or more than one person) leads and moves the gathering on to the next step (and finishes on time). Leadership convenes and holds the space and introduces the conversations that will happen at the gathering. 

· It’s about the little words that we all understand - needs, wants, offers, hope, trust, feeling safe. Keep the gathering jargon and acronym-free. Words like ‘assessment’, ‘safeguarding’, ‘collaboration’ and the rest, have no place in this space.

· People will come and go, show up once and not again or not regularly. 

· Hospitality/Food – offered at the start of the gathering and available throughout suggest welcome and connection.

· What happens at the end in the flurry of conversations and connections before people leave may be as important as the main meeting itself

Block, P. (2008) ‘Community – The Structure of Belonging’ Berrett-Koehler Publishers, San Francisco.

For more on our work with community circles go to:

http://www.inclusive-solutions.com/communitycircles.asp

For more on ‘Beyond Welfare’ and other asset-based community building initiatives in North America go to: http://www.sesp.northwestern.edu/docs/abcd/hiddentreasures.pdf

