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Implementing Communities That Care in Regional Western Australia

Introduction

The process of community development (and community development is, essentially, a process) cannot be seen simply as a means to an end, but it is an important end in itself, so the process and the outcome, or the means and the end, have become combined. (Ife, 2002p.123).
This paper briefly outlines issues which emerged from the implementation process of the Investing In Our Youth project. Understandings about community readiness, approach to research and collaboration were gained through the process of implementation. 

Investing In Our Youth is a Communities That Care project. The project operates across four local government areas in the South West region of Western Australia- the Shires of Harvey, Dardanup and Capel and the City of Bunbury. The aim of the project is to establish a community-wide research and planning process to promote collaborative and strategic use of resources focused on early intervention and prevention strategies to promote healthy youth development (Toumbourou, 2000).

CTC Ltd., is based at the Centre for Adolescent Health in Melbourne and CTC projects have also been established in Victorian communities in Ballarat and Mornington Peninsula. Investing In Our Youth is the first CTC project to attract sufficient funding to establish an Executive Officer position to facilitate the development of the project. 

The wide spread application of Communities That Care in the United States, Great Britain and the Netherlands indicates that CTC is a key approach to promoting prevention strategies and as such the Investing In Our Youth project is significant to the development of CTC practice in the Australian context (Farrington, 1997: Toumbourou, 1999; Toumbourou, 2000; Fiske, 2000). 

Investing In Our Youth functions as a research project at the Centre for Regional Development and Research at Edith Cowan University South West Campus and acts under the incorporation of the Bunbury District Safer WA Committee. 

The CTC approach identifies five key phases starting with community readiness and moving through community involvement, local research to develop a community profile, development of a plan for early intervention and prevention through to the implementation of the plan (Toumbourou, 1999; Fiske, 2000; Developmental Research and Programs Inc, nd). Work within each phase of the CTC approach is guided by the Social Development Strategy (Catalano and Hawkins, 1996) and strives for a comprehensive community-wide approach to establishing a community profile and implementing evidence based programs aimed at addressing key risk and protective factors as indicated (Developmental Research and Programs Inc, 2000).

This paper will focus on the process rather than the outcomes of the research phase as experienced by Investing In Our Youth. It is told from the perspective of the Executive Officer and as such it represents a story of implementation practice for Communities That Care in regional Australia.

Project Background

Initially the CTC phases were generally perceived within the project to be developmentally progressive. There was a perception that much of the readiness work had been done by the Steering Committee prior to the employment of the Executive Officer (Carlon, 2001b). The Steering Committee named the key task of the Executive Officer upon appointment as broadening community involvement. Figure 1 shows the structural diagram developed by the Executive Officer, to support the early development of common understandings of the CTC framework. This diagram was used by the Executive Officer to facilitate discussion, inform community and establish boundaries for the work of the project. 
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Figure 1 The CTC research framework and phases for Investing In Our Youth October 2000.

Investing In Our Youth is currently moving into the planning phase (phase 4 in Figure 1) of the CTC approach. The experience of the project thus far has demonstrated that these phases are not progressive and that the work of each phase will be ongoing; particularly so for community readiness and involvement.  This paper will focus on the understandings developed within the CTC framework through the process of implementation of the research phase (phase 3 in Figure1) of the project. 

Issues to arise in the implementation process and the initial and reflective responses will be described. Reflective practice is most evident within the developing practice of the Executive Officer, how she engages the Community Board and the interaction of the events of the project with the CTC framework. For the Executive Officer the CTC approach is central to her day-to-day work; this is often in stark contrast to the participants for whom the project is frequently peripheral to a full workload. In this sense the capacity of the Executive Officer to reflect on the development of the project in a way that speaks to the Community Board and takes hold of the CTC framework has been crucial in facilitating a process that explores the implementation practice of CTC in an Australian context while at the same time promoting local ownership of the processes and outcomes. 

The processes of community development, and the theory and practice of community work, belong ultimately to the community itself rather than to the worker, and control of the process requires that critical reflection be part of the whole community’s agenda. (Ife, 2002p.230).
The Youth Survey

A key tool of the CTC approach to support communities in developing a database profile is the Youth Survey.  The survey has been developed to measure the incidence of problem behaviours and place this in the context of the risk and protective factors for young people in a specific community. In the US the CTC survey has been used over time to develop a “normative database, built on systematic, statewide surveys.” (WWW:drp.org/survey/survey.html). 

The Communities That Care Youth Survey measures alcohol and drug use, violent behaviours, delinquency and the risk and protective factors in a community’s adolescent population. The survey is the result of years of research to determine the predictors of substance abuse, school dropout, teen pregnancy, and violent and delinquent behaviour. This research has identified measurable risk factors that predict problem behaviours, and measurable protective factors that buffer youth from risk exposure. www.drp.org/survey/survey.html

The Youth Survey has been adapted to the Australian environment and named the Adolescent Health and Well-Being Survey by the Centre for Adolescent Health in Melbourne (Toumbourou, 2000). This survey was implemented in the Investing In Our Youth area in collaboration with all local high schools, the TAFE and some youth agencies. Teachers and other agency staff administered the survey. The implementation of the survey by Investing In Our Youth required broad base community participation particularly from young people, parents, teachers and other education and social service workers. The Adolescent Health and Well-Being Survey is commonly referred to within Investing In Our Youth as “the survey”.

The issues and learning from this process have been as significant to the overall development of the project as the outcome of the research. The processes to emerge at each survey site were different and it is through those sites where significant tensions surfaced that key issues were most readily understood. These issues, from the perspective of the Executive Officer, will be outlined as journal pieces, an overview of meeting minutes and developmental diagrams used to work with the CTC framework to support the reflective process.  These issues were key in that they represented points of resistance that required the Executive Officer’s attention and gave way to opportunities for strengthening local ownership of the project and developing understandings of the actual application of the CTC approach.

The Process

The school visit described below was to support implementation of the survey. A teaching department assigned to implement the survey process were voicing concerns.

Journal Pieces February 9 2001

The head of department had expressed concerns about the survey.  I felt resistance. I phoned, said who was calling, I could hear the disappointment “You’re sorry you answered the phone now aren’t you?” I offered:  “Yes I am.” Confirmed.

I go to the school. I wait in the foyer. The school pastor: “oh hi! what are you doing here?” “The Survey,” I respond.  “Oh”: He touches my arm. “Good Luck”

I meet the principal. “There may be some issues”. We walk together. A busy staffroom. Eating lunch. Marking papers. Looking outside. Asking questions then not listening. Interrupting again. Others sit and look. Not talking. Everyone is looking at me. No one is looking at the principal. Everyone is asking me. No one is asking the principal. 

I try to answer questions. Sifting information. They seem to want an argument. I try to stay out of the argument. Someone is angry with me. “ So you say we just go in and …..” I respond “I’m not saying that… only people willing to be involved need to be involved.” 

The survey has been in the school for weeks before this meeting. The complaints go on…The survey assumes…. Duty of care. This project’s not doing anything anyway. Kids will say anything. You don’t know. You’ll only get 10 consent forms back. You’ll have parents up here ... Surveys don’t give you good information.  I respond. “Well we are doing other research- There are different opinions about research- can we agree on difference”. YES, They agree.

Another department will implement the survey. 

The Meetings February- March 2001

The Community Board Meeting February 14 2001 discussed issues emerging at some survey sites regarding participation in the survey, and hence in the project. Some teachers were beginning to articulate key reasons for not wanting to participate. These centred on the nature of survey research, the assumptions the survey held, the capacity of students to respond appropriately and the issue of duty of care in their dual role as teacher/survey administrator. The key response was to move forward working with those people willing to be involved.

A project committee met February 20 2001. Early indications were that the response rate was below expectations. The meeting resolved to delay the survey in the schools, ask schools to send out more information to parents and support the schools with research assistants. Another Committee meeting February 27 2001 decided, in the light of little headway being made in the strategies from the previous meeting, to call on the Education Department as the key partner in implementing the survey to reaffirm its commitment to the project.

At a meeting with the Education Department Principals February 28 2001 it was asserted that the partnership was with the Education Department District Office rather than each school. A distinction was been made clearly between the administrative office of the department and the schools. The call for a commitment was to go back to the administrative office. The principals expressed a strong commitment to the implementation of the youth survey, asserted the limitations of how much more schools would be able to do and named the anticipated response rate expectations as unrealistic.

What happened?

The initial response to concerns being raised was to review procedures and communication, to take a marketing approach: more support, more information, sell the idea. The next step was to look to a key partner to seek reassurance: reaffirm commitment, work harder, and complete the task. Both responses were looking for a quick solution. Neither was seeing the complexity of the processes in place. As Executive Officer I felt failure, anticipated unemployment and worked harder; however nothing changed. Blaming people loomed as an attractive option. To try to explain what was happening in terms of the project; I had to create a picture: something I could talk to that would guide a discussion constructively to build the project rather than dismantle it, to support project partners rather than annihilate them, to acknowledge the complexity of community and to use the CTC approach to good effect. Figures 2, 3 and 4 were developed.

In community development one should seek to involve the whole community in critical reflection on its processes where it is going and what people are learning. (Ife, 2002p. 230).

The CTC phases were not looking in life like they did in Figure 1. The events around the survey indicated that the community, or at least sectors of it, were not ready for Investing In Our Youth. Community was not fitting neatly into the representation. 
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Figure 2. What sits within community?

What is community- if we were to look under the neat oval representation in Figure 1 what might we find? Not a nice neat set of people with similar perspectives and concerns but a range of different shapes, sizes, ideas, opinions and agendas, Figure 2.
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Figure 3. The CTC research framework and phases for Investing In Our Youth March 2001.

Revisiting Figure 1 the CTC research framework and phases gave us an avenue for understanding the process that had developed. It was clear to everyone that not all sectors of the community had been “ready” to actively participate in the research phase of implementation. Community readiness will be an ongoing aspect of the project and underlays all phases of the CTC approach and is perhaps best represented as an oval. I call this the readiness egg Figure 4.

The readiness egg underlays the CTC framework  to represent the different readiness issues that will surface as the project moves through the CTC phases.

[image: image5.wmf]Community Readiness

 


Figure 4. The readiness egg

More Meetings

The Community Board Meeting March 14 2001 used these diagrams to reflect on the issues which emerged through the process of survey implementation. The Education Department expressed an ongoing commitment to the project and named financial contributions, active participation in meeting and schools working with the survey as demonstration of their commitment. The discussion had to go beyond procedure and commitment. 

The Issues

Three key issues were acknowledged or began to take shape at this meeting; community readiness, approach to research and collaboration. 

Community Readiness

Initially discussion centred on the complexity of community and the broad range of opinion about the research and the project. The concepts of community and community readiness were revisited. The complexity of community was discussed and the difference between community in the broader sense and the community that had developed within the project was acknowledged. 

The limitations of the concept of community readiness and its application through the CTC approach as demonstrated above were accepted by the meeting.  The notion of community readiness has long been acknowledged in the CTC literature and in the various discussions through the development of the project. There was however a sense that this work had been done by Investing In Our Youth in the lead up to the project and in the development of the Community Board. Nevertheless this first foray into the “broader community” requiring active support from those outside the committee structure demonstrated the lack of community readiness in different sectors of the community; and in some cases the outright rejection of the project approach. Developing a common understanding and acceptance of this has been crucial in moving the project forward in a proactive and inclusive way. 

In a large community, there may be different sub-populations at different stages of readiness (or sub-populations that have different concerns), … (Edwards et al., 2000p.300).

It was also crucial in acknowledging the positive responses to the research of the project and in facilitating the ongoing development of the Community Board. Some sectors of the community showed a great enthusiasm and interest in the project goals and approach. Young people that had done the survey expressed an interest in being involved in the project and a youth members group, later called YVoiceOut!, was established. 

Community readiness needs to be viewed as a dynamic process constantly and consistently demanding thought and attention. 

The process of implementing the survey steered Investing In Our Youth to acknowledge the limitations of community readiness as practiced in the project. This experience took some of the emphasis off the outcome of the survey and allowed room for a more inclusive and eclectic approach to research to take hold.

Approach to Research

There has been a strong ambition in the Investing In Our Youth project to use a range of approaches to research, thereby facilitating the participation of practitioners/community members that work from a diversity of theoretical perspectives. 

Research to support health promotion in the community should be methodologically eclectic, selecting those methods that are most likely to illuminate issues rather than being committed to any particular methodology. (Baum, 1996p.198)
The approach to research had been a constant issue in the project since the development of the Community Board. The original Steering Committee saw the survey as central to the project however the development of the Community Board (July- December 2001) saw a shift in this emphasis with other approaches to research gaining importance in the project (Carlon, 2001a). 

Exploring the issues of community readiness in relation to the youth survey brought out contradictions inherent in implementing only survey research within a community participation framework. 

The tensions around the survey implementation process lent an emphasis to the value of a diverse approach to research in the local application of CTC. This in turn gave the project broader appeal as community members and social service practitioners more fluent with qualitative research methods saw value in participating in the project and were less critical of the survey process.
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Figure 5. Investing In Our Youth Research July 2001

For the Investing In Our Youth project the intersection of these three approaches to research, (survey, archival data and focus groups as shown in Figure 5) would provide the focus for planning. The quantitative/qualitative research debate that had existed at a local level was diverted into a more inclusive acceptance of different approaches to research. Project participants wanting statistical data would look to the survey data as significant whereas for others the conceptual data to come out of focus groups research was vital to planning. The debate around the approach to research within the context of Investing In Our Youth was not expressed in methodological terms but in terms of values and emotions around what  makes sense to you as a practitioner and/or community member. Do you trust survey results, focus group research or in-depth interviews?

The Australian adaptation of Communities That Care will emphasise a community consultation phase in the development of local prevention plans. The new public health recognises the importance of adopting a range of research methodologies to understand complex community conditions. Qualitative research methods will generally be the ideal methodology for investigating the interpretation and meaning of problems and solutions within the local context which must be understood in order to accommodate the range of different cultural perspectives and forms of knowledge into local prevention planning (Toumbourou, 2000p.5).

The research was spoken about in terms of the survey data providing a picture of prevalence and incidence rates, the focus group data bringing out an understanding of young peoples’ perceptions of their lives and their community and the archival data providing a link to service providers’ views on risk and protection for young people in the local community. The commonalities, the shaded area in Figure 5, would provide the focus for planning. To focus on commonalities would ease clashes of perspectives and support collaboration.

Development of understandings around collaboration

In this context understandings of collaboration were explored. The capacity of project partners to make commitments that require action by other members of their organisations was discussed. The possibility of this impacting on other project partners in future was acknowledged. 

Further understanding of collaboration came through the experience in that the efforts of a committed partner were nonetheless unable to bring about the complete cooperation of all those acting within that organisation. The perspective outside the organisation was of a lack of commitment; yet key people within the organisation perceived a high level of commitment. Thus, this demonstrates that a representative of an organisation can make a commitment to collaboration at a community/network meeting; but the reality of actually engaging everyone in the organisation to enact the commitment is more complex; as is the expectation and the perception of level of commitment.

In theorising ‘models’ of coordination and integration of service delivery’ it is necessary to distinguish between cooperation, coordination and collaboration. These three concepts can be understood as different models which represent different developmental stages, moving from low intensity cooperation (in terms of risk, time and opportunity) to high intensity collaboration (Gardiner, 2000p.3).

Much of what was initially referred to as collaboration was at the cooperation level. The experience of implementing the research phase of the CTC approach has facilitated discussion within the project around the developmental nature of collaboration. The key representative from the Department of Education openly acknowledges “I did not bring my staff with me…” (when talking at a Key Leaders meeting in the context of facilitating collaboration September 12, 2001). Clearer and more widely held concepts of collaboration and the benefits and risks involved are developing in the project. This has opened up discussion around commitment to collaboration and the impact this may have on an organisation. How does an organisation commit to the project in the long term or at a structural level? How are staff being informed about the project, actively involved in the project and how is their active involvement being acknowledged on an industrial level?

These are key questions that need to be considered in “bringing staff with you” if you are acting on behalf of an organisation in a collaboration process. Understandings around collaboration were not fully articulated until further into the development of the project; however; it was the experience of survey implementation that best enabled these ideas to take hold and provided a reference point for understanding.

Conclusion

The Communities That Care framework provided Investing In Our Youth with a structure to move forward with research for planning at the local level. It supported the community in dealing constructively with the tensions that arose and facilitated the development of common understandings and shared experience to prepare for the planning and implementation phases, which will no doubt bring a whole new set of tensions. The understandings about community readiness, approach to research and collaboration which came out of the research phase for Investing In Our Youth have been significant to the overall strength and development of the project and will support the community to utilise the outcome, the data, effectively. 
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