Games for Neighbourhood Renewal

By Drew Mackie, Jane Thompson, Cheryl Turner and David Wilcox

Summary

The conference workshop will demonstrate a set of games that NIACE is developing to provide neutral yet creative spaces for practitioners and activists to explore new approaches to active learning, partnerships, community involvement and capacity building.

· The games are being developed to stimulate thinking about new ways of working in the community, between and within organisations. 

· They will be linked to, and will help animate complementary resources produced by NIACE to support neighbourhood renewal. These include:

Rerooting Lifelong Learning, Resourcing  Neighbourhood

Renewal (2001) Policy Discussion Paper, Jane Thompson, NIACE: Leicester

Neighbourhood Renewal: a resource pack for local authorities (2002) Bryan Merton, Cheryl Turner, Jane Ward, Lenford White, NIACE:Leicester 
Neighbourhood Renewal: case studies of good practice (2002) Lenford White

Community Education and Neighbourhood Renewal (2002) Jane Thompson, NIACE Lifelines Staff Development Series : Leicester

· The games are being designed for use in awareness raising seminars, in staff development and training programmes, and ‘for real’ in neighbourhood programmes and organisations. 

· Supplementary cards, board templates and materials will also be available online, linked to a learning community for facilitators and trainers.

· As part of their development the games are being piloted and played in a series of NIACE regional workshops concerned with neighbourhood renewal and adult and community learning.

Background

The games are being developed with Drew Mackie and David Wilcox, who have worked as consultants and facilitators in community-based regeneration for over 20 years. They have specialised in the use of simulations, games and other creative workshop techniques in community participation and partnership-building. Games for development trusts, sustainable development projects, community networks and online centres have been supported by DTI, BT, IBM, DfES and the Joseph Rowntree Foundation.

NIACE has recently used a similar methodology to create both a regeneration game and a citizenship game that have been tested with a wide variety of activist and practitioner groups in ways that have encouraged active learning and increased understanding of the issues raised. Participants involved in these activities found the games ‘inspirational’ and ‘a highly effective learning tool’.
Why games?

Current ways of thinking about and developing participation and partnership processes do not always reflect the complexity and inherent ‘messiness’ of neighbourhood renewal. Everyone may be doing things ‘by the book’ – yet fail because each party sees things from their own perspective. They may not get the whole picture until conflicts or delays create a crisis.

Participation, partnership and active citizenships are now all accepted in policy, and reflected in procedures. Yet on the ground residents increasingly complain of participation fatigue, activists are overwhelmed by the demands of more and more meetings, and policy makers frustrated by ensuing delays and delivery failures.

We believe that ‘try harder’ isn’t going to be enough: we need both skills development for the different interests, and ways for participants to work through together the kinds of issues they must address. 

Games and simulations provide one way in which people can do this in a safe, experimental environment. The ‘play’ will not necessarily be predictive – but will yield insights that help people see what may happen, and understand each other’s point of view. Workshops and games also provide informal settings for people to get to know each other and develop relationships outside the formality of committee meetings.

Here’s why conventional participation and partnership processes need the addition of a new approach for the benefit of all those involved

For residents

· Most engagement processes don’t offer a level playing field

· People are baffled by structures, jargon and funding regimes – yet find it difficult to challenge power-holders

· Processes are often repeated by different agencies, without the data gathered being consolidated

Potential benefits of a games-based approach: everyone has an equal role; the rules and language have to be understandable; play provides a safe environment to ask questions.

For practitioners

· People suffer burn out through attending working groups and committee meetings

· Yet those meetings are often not run creatively to maximise the input from participants

Potential benefits: demonstrates that there are other ways to run meetings; creates a forum to share ideas across boundaries

For professionals

· Conventional public meetings can be unproductive

· There may be problems of finding common language and frameworks to develop ideas with residents, practitioners and other professionals

Potential benefits: as above…a creative, time-effective environment

For local authorities and agencies

· Participation processes can be costly

· It can be difficult to explore ‘what if’ without raising expectations

· Delivery depends on many stakeholders and it is often difficult to get ‘buy in’

· Processes are messy – methods should reflect that reality

Potential benefits: cost-effective way to organise participation and partnership building processes; a good way to engage a wider range of interests; offers ‘what if’ insights; helps get buy in and build relationships.

For policy makers

· Policy commitments to participation and empowerment are not carried through into practice

· It is difficult to find instruments that will help create participatory cultures across sectors

· It is difficult to get an approximation to front-line experience quickly

· Case studies don’t reveal complexity and messiness.

Potential benefits: games design offers a way of mapping reality; games play provides insights into the attitudes of different interests, and possible outcomes.

Overall

We are not of course suggesting that games and simulations address all of these problems – but they do open the door to a range of creative approaches. They get people out of their boxes. They also underline one of the key lessons from partnership and participation work: however highly skilled the participants, what counts is the nature of the relationships that they develop with each other.
Playing the Game

Playing the game is simple (but not trivial!). It makes use of one of the oldest game devices of all – a pack of cards. Below are two examples from the pack of 28 cards used in the NIACE regeneration game.
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	The games use cards, planning sheets, and back-up information resources. 

Players work in groups of 8-10, dealing either with an invented scenario (e.g. of a neighbourhood, a partnership, an organisation) if in a conference or seminar situation. Or with the reality of their own situation if in the context of a real planning or consultation exercise.

The planning sheet – left – is used by groups to 

· profile their situation as fragile, stable or robust

· prioritise the projects or activities they choose.

The groups can add their own ideas on Post-it notes. See below for more details.


After inventing the scenario or detailing their own situation the groups:

· Review the challenges they face (e.g. brainstorm a SWOT analysis)

· Complete a matrix showing how fragile, stable or robust the situation is against a set of criteria (e.g. community, economy, environment)

· Select activity/project ideas from the pack of cards that will meet the challenges

· Prioritise the activities/projects on a planning sheet. 

· Do this within a resource budget: each card has a number of budget points. This stops all cards being chosen and forces prioritisation

Each card has a simple graphic, a project/activity description, a budget, and a ‘resources needs’ implication. When the group has chosen cards and completed their planning sheet they can total not only the budget points – to see if they have overspent – but also see what type of funding, skills, support they will need.

The process and kit

The game can stand alone as a ‘visioning’ workshop exercise, or become part of an overall development programme, shown diagrammatically below
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In a ‘for real’ neighbourhood renewal situation work would be undertaken prior to the game workshops to identify partners, engage with the community and audit resources. After the game workshop the projects/activities would be further developed in the context of a business plan.

One version of the game – previously used in development trust planning – links to a spreadsheet and has been used as a business planning tool to help groups think about the sustainability of their project or organisation.

Other workshop techniques and materials are available for the different steps in the process… so that the game ‘animates’ a toolkit.

David and Drew have developed games to help create local electronic community networks, and the game materials for those are online at http://www.makingthenetwork.org/pgame. Putting the games online makes it easy to update and link to other resources.

Applications

Versions of the games can be developed for:

· Neighbourhood visioning and programme development

· Partnership and network development

· Organisational development

· Use of new technologies

The general game methodology is the same in each case: what changes is the content on the cards, and development programme within which the game is played, and the back-up materials.

The game can be played in many different contexts from a conference setting with more than a hundred people to much smaller, local groups. Although groups are given pre-prepared cards for starters, they will be able to develop their own sets and customise the game materials to their own needs.

Although we are confident of the core games approach and methodology, we are looking for opportunities to adapt and tailor the content to the concerns and needs of neighbourhood renewal and other situations. 

The development team

Drew Mackie

Drew practises as an urban designer and community facilitator. He has designed over 30 games for academic, policy, commercial and community use since 1968. He has worked with David Wilcox on community and economic regeneration projects for about 20 years. 

Drew Mackie drewmackie@m2ud.com

David Wilcox

David Wilcox has worked as a journalist, consultant and facilitator in the field of community and economic regeneration for 25 years. For the past seven years he has specialised in how new technologies can play a part in this work. 

David Wilcox david@partnerships.org.uk 

Cheryl Turner    

Cheryl is a development officer for NIACE with special responsibilities for work the voluntary and community sectors and in the area of neighbourhood renewal. She has over 20 years experience of working with a wide range of adult learners including residents living in poorer urban and rural communities. She is involved in a range of neighbourhood renewal/adult learning initiatives and has written on these and other aspects of adult learning.

Cheryl Turner  cheryl.turner@niace.org.uk

Jane Thompson

Jane is a research and development officer for NIACE with special responsibilities for contesting social exclusion. She has 25 years experience of working with non-traditional learners in community-based education in poor neighbourhoods and has written widely on issues to do with adult learning and social change. 

Jane Thompson  jane.thompson@niace.org.uk

See http://www.makingthenetwor.org/pgame for more on games
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