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ABSTRACT. Thisarticlereports a study conducted on a citywide
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and other partnerstoward substance abuse prevention. This community
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nity member s and agency representatives about their experiences and
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though practitioners and resear cher s have expressed mixed reviews of
social work'sinvolvement with local initiatives, the legitimacy of
community social work iswell established (Lindeman, 1937; Burke,
1968 and 1983; Garvin & Cox, 1987; Rivera & Erlich, 1998; Gilbert,
1970; Well, 1997).

Several trends make local initiatives very important as we face the
twenty-first century. First, the development of policies and programs
isbeing decentralized rapidly in many fieldsthat are central to social
wor k. Decision-making is becoming mor e local. The devolution of
policy decisions about public welfare and health care from national to
state and local levels, the self-deter mination processthat isrevolution-
izing Native American programs, and the decreased roles and scope of
the federal government arejust a few examples. A second trend is
reflected in the communitarian movement, an ener getic reconsider ation
of what makes us social beingsin mutual, reciprocal relationshipswith
others. Boyte (1980) refersto the " backyard revolution" asagrass
roots movement largely overlooked by professionals wherein neighbors
collabor ate on common local inter ests, needs and problems.

Finally, many professionals recognize that our most per plexing so-
cial problems do not seem to respond positively to even our best
professional treatment or service interventions. Consider, for example,
racial, gender, sexual orientation and age discrimination, poverty, family
and youth violence, school drop outs and substance abuse. I n each of
these ar eas, professionals are increasingly recognizing the necessary roles
of families, natural support networ ks and communitiesif these tr oub-
ling problems areto be addr essed effectively (Rivera & Erlich, 1998;
Saleebey, 1 992 Berkowitz, 1982; Whittaker & Garbarino, 1983).

Thisarticlereviews selected literaturerelated to citizen and com-
munity participation, and usesthe evaluation of theinitial phase of a
community partnership that seeksto mobilize local residentstoillus-
trate a number of issuesthat relate to partnershipsand to community
participation. It also provides the opportunity to hear the voices of
community residents and agency representativesinvolved in a partner-
ship to prevent substance abuse asthey reflect on their experiences.

BACKGROUND

The involvement of neighborhood residentsin identifying common
needs, challenges, and opportunities and developing action strategies
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has along history (Garvin & Cox, 1987; Rivera & Erlich, 1998). At
various times, local participation has seemed more or less central to
efforts to solve problems and to improve the community's quality of
life. For example, early in this century an ambitious effort to cultivate
local initiatives, the Cincinnati Social Unit Plan, was attempted (Slhaffer,
1971). From the late 1950s to the early 1970s, the Ford Foundation
Gray Area Projects, War on Poverty, Model Cities and community
mental health and health planning efforts provided exceptional oppor-
tunities for the involvement of local residents in policy making and
program development and implementation (Altshuler, 1970; Gilbert,
1970; Kolter, 1969; Marris & Rein, 1967; Mott 1969; Moynilian,
1969; National Commission on Community Health Services, 1966;
Spiegel, 1968; Van Til & Van Til, 1970; Verba, 1967). This same period
was notable for efforts to mobilize youth/students, ethnic g = roups
women, gay men and lesbians, persons with disabilities, the elderly,
the poor and groups that sought to influence other policies, for exam-
ple the effort to stop the war in Vietnam.

From the late 1970s to the early 1990s some observe that community
initiatives were less vital and central in American society than before
those decades. This line of thought often notes the loss of a sense of
community, withdrawal from community life and the acceptance of
the values of individualism, consumerism and even greed as it corre-
lates to decreased community involvement, especially by society's
"haves' (Bellah, Madsen, Sullivan, Swidler, & Tipton, 1991).

At the same time the communitarianism movement flourished (Etzioni,
1968) and on a highly decentralized basis, ordinary residents contin-
ued to mobilize themselves at the local neighborhood level (Boyte
& Kari, 1996). Recent efforts to involve residents in community
life include arich array of single issue groups (for example, pro
choice, right to life, death penalty, etc.) and highly effective efforts to
support "traditional values," variously defined.

Recent conceptualizations have suggested that partnerships and coali-
tions also may serve as a health promotion intervention designed to
address a variety of individual level socia problems. Such models
address concerns that interventions focused only on individualsfail to
consider the social, cultural, economic and political influences on
behavior (Butterfoss, Goodman, and Wandersman, 1996; Cook, Roehl,
Oros, and Trudeau, 1994; Kumpfer, Turner, Hopkins, and Librett, 1993).
Because individuals exist within alarger social environment and in



order for sustainable gainsto be made in health status, multipleinter-
ventions must target multiple levels of the social ecology (Hawkins
and Catalano, 1992). A wide variety of such coalitions have been
identified in theliteratureincluding partnershipsto prevent substance
abuse (Butterfoss, Goodman, and Wander sman, 1993; Saxe, Reber,
Hallfors, Kadushin, Jones, Rindskopf, & Beveridge, 1997), HIV preven-
tion planning groups (Gomez and Goldstein, 1996), and coalitions
addressing tobacco-use and cancer prevention (Best, Thomson, Santi,
Smith, and Brown, 1988; Shopland, 1989). Thisresear ch studies one
of these partner ships from a citizen/community participation per spective.

Citizen/Comrncmity Participation:
A Selective Lteratiu-e Review

Although the phrase " citizen's participation” ishelpful in framing
the present study, the terminology needs some clarification. Thisterm
might give community residentswho are not U.S. citizens the wrong
impression that they cannot participate in community projectsor that
their involvement is not recognized or valued. For thisreason, v.,e have
generally use the terms communities, community member (s) or com-
munity resident(s) instead of the word citizen.

Semantics explained, community participation has been studied by
anumber of scholars providing ideological, theor etical or empirical
insightsinto community participation as a focus of community practice.
Citizen participation asit relatesto social work has been defined by
Gamble and Weil (1995, p. 483) as: " the active, voluntary engagement
of individuals and groupsto change problematic conditions and to
influence policies and programsthat affect the quality of their livesor
thelivesof others. .. It takes place primarily through two types of
structures: Citizen-initiated initiated groupsthat engage in a full-range
of social and economic problem areas, and gover nment-initiated advisory
and policy-setting bodies." Roland Warren (1963) provides a splendid
body of work that conceptualized locality-defined communities as
social systems. The notion of geographically defined community action
episodes owes much to Warren. Similarly the social systems frame-
work found in hiswor k has wide acceptance in many social wor k
practice models, including models of community or macro change.
Warren (1963: 308) distinguishes episodes of purposive change from
the ongoing change processesthat exist in every community.



Other theorists direct attention to various aspects of community
participation. Jack Rothman's conceptual work on models of community
organization has become progressively more complex over the years,
reflecting the complexities of community institutional life and com-
munity interventions. Rothman incorporates explicit attention to the
roles of community members in the descriptions of his model (Roth-
man & Tropman, 1987; Rothman, 1996). Burke directly addresses com-
munity participation forms and purposes (strategies) and provides
useful historical perspectives on community involvement (1968; 1983).
Alexander (Alexander & McCann, 1956; Alexander, 1976) provides a
conceptual framework for understanding involvement of community
members using a representative mechanism. Alexander alerts usto the
dynamics of the representational process and points out that this often
overlooked factor is very important to community involvement, since
the legitimacy of broadly based community change efforts often is
influenced by the manner in which representatives are chosen and
relate to the constituency that they represent.

Sherry Arnstein developed the notion of a"ladder of citizen parlici-
pation” (1969). Arnstein's perspective is explicitly political. She notes
that when working with disempowered groups, any involvement that
does not entail a sharing of power is a cruel joke on the community
members. She describes atypology of community involvement that
ranges from nonparticipation to full participation-new power relation-
ships. This explicit power orientation is reflected in much of the litera-
ture on feminist practice. Feminist writers extend the concept of work-
ing with individuals and groups to encompass larger/macro systems
(Bradshaw, Soifer, & Gutierrez, 1994; Gutierrez & Lewis, 1998). Saul
Alinsky (1971) both practiced power-based community work and
wrote with elegance of this approach to community involvement. His
notion that community members would decide to be involved based
on their self interest fits both Arnstein's requirements of power redis-
tribution and later theorists use of the social exchange framework to
conceptualize practice.

Social exchange theory has been proposed by a number of scholars
as apromising framework for understanding the dynamics of community
members participation at both the community and organizational levels
(Daley, Applewhite & Jorquez, 1989; Widmer, 1985; L evine and White,
1961). Building on the pioneering work of Blau (1964), Clark and
Wilson (1961) and Homans (1958; 1961) conceptualized the notions
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of incentives and incentive systems as key to participant motivation
providing both under standing of human behavior and guidelines for
professional practice (Daley, Applewhite & Jorquez, 1989; Windmer,
1985).

Daley and Kettner (1986: 59-60) note the need to provide special
encour agement, support and accommodations to per sons and groups
that have not traditionally been involved in similar community change
efforts. One key task in preparing for changeistheidentification and
engagement of the member s of a set of change systems. Further,
change agents should deliberately encour age overlapping member -
ships among change systems, especially with the planning and imple-
menting systems.

Even this selective review of the literatur e suggests the extensive
history of community participation and key conceptual frameworks
that have been used to under stand and guide practice. We now turn to
an episode of practice that used community participation asa central
element of a citywide effort to prevent substance abuse.

A Case Study of an Episode of Community Involvement:
The Partnership

The Center for Substance Abuse Prevention (CSAP) funded a na-
tional demonstration project, the Partner ship, in alarge Southwestern city
totest a set of grassroots approachesto substance abuse prevention.
The Partnership called for a comprehensive, community-based, em-
POWERING and collaborative effort. I n essence, the Partner ship sought
to mobilize community residents, neighborhood leaders, city govern-
ment leader s and federal seed fundsto addr ess substance abuse and
related phenomena in selected neighborhoods and in the city asa
whole. The concept and proposal of the Partnership were originated by
the city and the local university. Once funding was attained, community
groups and individuals wererecr uited.

The Partnership embraced an empower ment approach with commu-
nity participation asthe cornerstone of the effort. During thefirst two
years, city residents wer e convened through different meansto express
their opinions, assess conditionsin their neighborhoods, and develop a
plan of action to addresslocally identified needs and problems. A
lar ge community assembly was used to launch the Partnership at a
citywide level. Based on theresults of this assembly and on the feed-
back of city and Partner ship staff, sets of issue-based community
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forums (working groups) were established. The Partnership used com-

munity forums as the main vehicle to involve a broad basc of comnm-
nity residents and institutional stakeholders. Seven forums were estab-
lished (crime, neighborhood empowerment, faith, youth leadership,

youth involvement, prevention services, and public education and
awareness) by areas identified at the community assembly. The fo-
rums typically consisted of community activists, members of neigh-

borhood associations, agency representatives, city staff, and unaffiliat-
ed community residents with a personal interest in the issue at hand.

Forum sessions were public meetings open to any city resident. Efforts
to recruit forum members were also conducted by target area. For
example, religious leaders from various denominations were invited to
city hall for adinner and lecture to introduce the Partnership and
recruit members for the Faith Forum.

The stated purpose of the forums was to provide a broad based,
grassroots mechanism to assist the Partnership in developing a com-
prehensive, citywide strategic plan. The views expressed and propos-
als developed by the forum participants were channeled to a central
Steering Committee. This Steering Committee consisted of represen-
tatives from each forum and city staff representatives. The Steering
Committee was responsible for integrating the views and proposals
developed in the forums into a single, comprehensive action plan to
address substance abuse and other locally identified issues.

The forums met for approximately six months (September 1995 to
February 1996). The attendance at the forum meetings varied from
forum to forum and within each forum varied over time. Some forums
were later merged due to low attendance and changes in focus. Toward
the end of the planning phase attendance was low at all forum meetings.

RIETHODOLOGY

This study explores the first two years of the Partnership from the
perspective of participants who attended three or more forLmi meet-
ings and who were not members of the Partnership's Steering Com-
mittee. Interviews were conducted face to face by the authors during
the summer of 1996. Most of the data reported in this section were
gathered during the authors' interviews with forum members. Data
were also gathered through the authors' participant observation of
forum meetings. At the same time that we interviewed forum members
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who wer e intensely involved with the Partner ship, other member s of
the evaluation team wer e conduct ing brief telephone interviews with
forum members who wer e lessinvolved and in-depth interviews with
member s of the Steering Committee and staff member sfrom the city
who had Partnership responsibilities. Whenever data from these other
sets of interviews wer e used, the sour ce is Palumbo and Associates
report to CSAP (1997).

Twenty-six forum participants who wer e not members of the Steering
Committee wer e identified as having attended three or more forum
meetings. This group constituted the second concentric circlein terms
of degree of participation in the project next to the Steering Committee
member s. Significantly, forum participants who were not part of the
Partnerships Steering Committee experienced a unique process of
community involvement at the grassroots level. Steering Committee
memberswer e interviewed by other member s of the resear ch team and
their opinionswer e only used for comparison purposes dueto their
leader ship rolein the process. Forum memberswho participated in
fewer than threeforumswereinterviewed briefly by phone and their
opinionswer e also used for comparison purposes. Theidentified forum
participants weretreated as expert informants about their forum experi-
ences.

Twenty-one active forum member s wer e successfully contacted by
telephone. Five had moved or terminated telephone service leaving no
avenuefor further contact. Of those contacted by telephone, 15 (70%)
agreed to beinterviewed. Of the six participants who did not want to
beinterviewed one expressed lack of time, two expressed summer
scheduling conflicts, and the remaining three expressed no interest in
being interviewed. All six individuals who declined to be interviewed
reported having no contact with the Partner ship for morethan six
months.

Thefifteen face-to-face interviews wer e conducted in homes, busi-
ness offices, and restaur ants. Theinterviews tended to run between 60
and 90 minutes. An interview guide was developed to help partici-
pants exploretheir experienceswith the Partnership, and to assessthe
process and initial outcomes. Both open ended and closed questions,
including scaled items, wereincluded. A number of analytical frame-
wor kswer e explored in attempting to under stand the experiences of
forum member s. Differencesin the views of respondentswer e analyzed
controlling for their representational statusin the Partnership. Would
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their self reported status as concerned residents or neighborhood asso-
ciation representatives distinguish their views from the views of city
officials or representatives of social service or religious organizations?
The words of respondents were recorded verbatim whenever pos-
sible. Extensive notes were taken during the interviews to capture the
wording used by respondents. As we reviewed the participants direct
quotes about their experiences and the meanings they attached to their
experiences with the Partnership a number of common themes or
topics emerged. As participants reflected on these themes, arich diver-
Sity of expressions was apparent to us. We combined the comments or
several participants into single narrative mosaics. While thisdeviceis
not perfect, we think the larger number of quotes in each mosaic
provides aricher and more realistic picture of the participants reflective
comments than if we had used the more traditional devices of selcctive
quotes or measures of frequency of comments. Within each narrative
mosaic, changes of speakers are indicated by the use of asingle *.

Respondents Profile

Respondents tended to be older, female, long term residents of the
city who participated as concerned community members or represen-
tatives of neighborhood associations, or who represented religious or
social service organizations. Of the 15 respondents, 14 (93%) were 40
years old or older, 10 (66%) were female. All of the respondents
identified themselves as concerned community members. In addition
to that role, six (40%) described themselves as active in their neigh-
borhoods or neighborhood associations, four (26%) as representing
religious organizations and five (33%) as representing social services
organizations. All the neighborhood representatives were unpaid while
six out of nine (67%) of the representatives of religious and social
service organizations were employed by their organizations. Thirteen
respondents (86%) reported completing high school and seven (46%0)
had post secondary education. Nine (60%) of the respondents were
European American, four (26%) Mexican American, one (6%) African
American and one (6%) American Indian. Respondents reported living in
the city for a mean of 25 years. The demographics of these active
forum members closely parallel the demographics of the Steering
Committee members (Palumbo, Ferguson, Daley, and Marsiglia, 1997).

Respondents reported attending between three and 20 forum meet-
ings, with a mean attendance of 12.6 meetings. Ten of the fifteen
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respondents (67%) attended 10 or more forum meetings. Thirteen (86%)
reported reading the Partnership's written materials and five attended
other Partnership meetings or activities (mean of 2.3 each). Tluis, while a
criterion for inclusion in the sample was that respondents attended at
minimum of three forum meetings, this set of respondents can be charac-
terized as comprising active Partnership members.

RESULTS

Forum Members Views:
A Good ldea ... Promising Fist Stepsin Implementation

Many participants reported that their initial interest in becoming
involved was associated with the concept of the Partnership (citizens
and city working collaboratively on substance abuse and other issues)
and with the Partnership's focus on bringing people together to im-
prove community life. As one participant reported, "As a community
member and youth worker, | believe in these kinds of programs.”
Another participant noted, "The purpose of the Partnership isto get
the city and the communities to work as partners, rather than having
the city act asthe patron (i.e., boss)." As respondents became in-
volved with the Partnership, many viewed the central focus of the
Partnership as preventing substance abuse and youth crime. Respondents
also viewed the Partnership as an effort to bring city residents together
to deal with other issues identified by community members. Terms
such as empowerment, collaboration, participation, planning, and de-
cision making emerged from the interviews to explain participants
understanding of the purpose of the Partnership.

Many participants originally became involved with the Partnership
through their own community/neighborhood volunteer activities (six
respondents). Others became involved through their work (4), because
they were invited by project staff (2) or due to their overall concerns
about youth, gangs and substance abuse prevention (3).

Participants expressed a strong consensus about the relevance and
timeliness of the Partnership and high levels of enthusiasm about their
initial involvement. A participant stated, " . . . through the Partnership,
| thought different players will come together to the table and set aside
their agendas in order to save the children of our community.” Partici-
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pants under stood the importance of collabor ation as a means of effec-
tively dealing with critical issues communities ar e facing.

At thetime they became involved with the Partner ship, interview-
ees described therelationship between the city and its neighbor hoods
in terms of low expectations, feelings of isolation and lack of city
involvement in issuesrelated to drug use and trafficking. For some
participantsthis bleak picture started to change during the Partner -
ship's early implementation. Participants noted a number of positive
outcomes that they attributed to the early wor k of the Partner ship:
increased police visibility, improved neighborhood cleanliness, better
attitudes of city staff toward neighborhood leader s, incr eased awar e-
ness of common problems, providing youth a chanceto beinvolved in
positive activities, and the development of a strategic plan to addr ess
drug abuseissues. In addition, some participantsidentified Partncrshilp
mesetings and the discussions that took place in those meetings as
positive experiencesin their own right.

Good Ideas Alone Do Not Go Very Far:
The Absence of Accomplishments

The high enthusiasm expressed during the launching phase of the
Partnership (approximately thefirst year) diminished asimplementa-
tion progressed. At the end of the second year, participants expr essed
frustration that the Partnership did not produce the resultsthat they
hoped for or expected. When asked to identify groups, organizations
or neighbor hoods that have been impacted by the Partner ship, two-
thirdsreplied " none.” Comments of respondentsreflect the intensity
of their frustrations and disappointment with the Partner ship:

(Results?) Absolutely nothing, absolutely nothing; lots of meet-
ings, lots of people disillusioned, same old, same old; thingsare
not getting done; ideas (but) no action. *No results visible to me;
it seemsto be safer to spend fundsin planning. * The Partner ship
was over killed with planning.

Thelessinvolved forum members and Steering Committee mem-
bersreported stronger support for the Partner ship than did the forum
member s who wer e mor e involved. Perhapsthe moreinvolved forum
memberswere a " notch group” that felt their investments wer e not
being reciprocated by the Partnership (see Table 1).
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Although the moreinvolved forum memberswere more critical
toward the Partnership than the other two groups, thelow N (of the
mor e involved forum member s and steering committee member s) may
explain why the chi-squareindicates that the relationship between
degree of support and type of member ship was not statistically significant.

L essinvolved forum members had attended one or two forum meet-
ings. When asked why they were not moreinvolved or stopped being
involved they responded that they did not have time, had a health
problem, their work kept them too busy or that the forum meeting
times conflicted with their schedule. The leader ship role of the Steer -
ing Committee members may have influenced their stronger expressed
level of support for the Partnership. Thelimited participation of the
"lessinvolved forum members' and its consequent lack of knowledge
may have influenced their tendency to express support for the Partnership.

Good Ideas Alone Do Not Go Very Far:
The Participatory Process-Concept vs. Reality

In order to explorefurther the possible reasonsfor participants
dissatisfaction, content analysisfocused on the participants views of
the manner in which the Partner ship wasimplemented. Additional
themes emer ged providing mor e under standing about the participants
per ceptions of that process. Many forum participantsdistinguished
their positive views of the concept or intent of the forumsfrom their
negative views of the manner in which the forums were implemented.
One participant stated: " The forums had potential, but they did not

TABLE 1. Expressed Degree of Support Towardsthe Partnership by Type of
Membership (N = 104)

Decree of support Less involved More involved Steering Commitiee
forum members forum members members
N % N % N

Complete 7 10% 3 20% - -
Very strong 28 39% 3 20% 1 61
Moderate 23 32% 2 13% 4 22%
Not very strong 11 15% 6 40% 2 11
None 3 4% ! 7% ! 6%
Total 72 100% 15 100% 18 100%

Note: Chi-square non-significant for degree of support by type of membership.
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live up to this potential." They reported that the " good idea" was
subverted by logistical issues such as: (1) inconvenient time and place
of meetings; (2) poor communication processes, and (3) lack of re-
spect for community members expertise. These three themes comple-
mented each other discouraging participation.

(1) Time and place of meetings. Holding meetingsin City Hall was
identified asa major barrier. Respondents commented that it was
inconvenient to many neighborhood members, but viewed it as conve-
nient for city staff and Partnership staff.

Do not hold meeting on the distant university campus or at City
Hall. Gowherethe people are. *Better meeting locationsin
neighborhoods, use mediato inform ordinary people. | suggestecl
these and was not heard. A good facilitator kept me coming back.

Although City Hall is centrally located many forum participants
needed to commute long distances from their places of work or their
neighborhoodsto attend meetingsin the evenings. Food was served in
thefirst few meetings but the practice was stopped later.

(2) Communication processes. Half of the respondentsreported prob-
lemsrelated to notifications of meetings. Early in the Partner ship, meet-
ing notices seemed to arrivein atimely manner. Later, noticesarrived
only aday or two before meetings or even after meetings wer e field.
M eeting times and locations wer e changed and meetings wer e can-
celed without notifying regular participants. A few respondentsre-
peatedly asked to be placed on the notification mailing lists, but never
received meeting notices. Onereceived an empty envelope.

Inform people about meetingsin writing and in advance. Keep
people informed. *First inform people of meetings (including
changes!), then do what you say you'll do (mailings, scheduling)
then follow up on promises. *Send lettersto programsfor the
elderly and to youth programsinviting them to get involved.

Participants werefrustrated and angered by these problems. M ost
respondents viewed better communication between the Partnership
staff and participants as central to improving implementation.

(3) Lack of respect for community members' expertise. Theword
"respect” was used repeatedly by the respondents. Respondents
expressed concern about the lack of recognition of their expertise.
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Most of them were experienced and effective community activists at
the neighborhood level. Their knowledge could have been useful in
i mplementing the Partnership. However, they felt ignored by the lead-
ership and by staff.

Do not ignore people, (rather) nurture them, allow them to partic-
i pate and make decisions. * Connect with existing neighborhood
partnerships. Our Partnership can learn much from their experi-
ence and the way they have been involving people ... *Move to
actions/solutions faster, get beyond plans, plans. Give weight to
community peopl€e's opinions, stop patronizing them.

These three initial themes appear to have a common thread. Roughly
stated, participants were asking for the Partnership to respect the unique
expertise of community members, for activities to be planed for their
convenience and for communication to be conducted in an accurate and
timely fashion. Respondents' perceptions about the initial forum sessions
indicate that those principles were followed at the inception of the
process but not later.

A Large Table with Just a Few Chairs:
Costs and Barriersto Participation

Respondents contrasted the early, well attended (between 40 and 60
people per forum), broadly representative forums from those forum
sessions later in the project (less than ten people per forum). One
observed: "In the beginning we had lots of neighborhood people. Now
it's mostly agency people." Forum members noted a number of missing
or under represented groups: youth, low income or less educated per-
sons, ethnic minority groups and the faith community. Participants
rated (by about athree to two-ratio) the following aspects of commu-
nity involvement as having been poorly implemented: informing par-
ticipants, establishing clear policies for decision making and recruiting
new members. The most frequently reported cost of participation was
the members time and energy. A regular attendee commented: "I
would not mind the time and travel if | could see some results." Other
participants observed:

The amount of participation has been inadequate. The number of
people in the meetings has not reached critical mass. There were
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not many people coming to the meetings. People didn't know
(about the Partnership). *Thereis a need to reach out beyond the
middle class and to people of all ages. M ost people attending the
meetings wer e between 30 and 50 year s old; there wer e no youth
or elderly. *Hardly anyone knew about it. Ordinary people are
not aware it exists.

Some participants viewed the attitudes of city staff asbarriers:

" They (city staff) feared people getting power." Respondents voiced
concer ns that involving neighbor hood people might not be a priority
for the Partner ship staff and city staff. This puzzled and frustrated
participants especially when they reflected on the stated mission/pur -

pose of the Partnership. Particularly irritating to some participants was
thelack of staff follow up to community members' ideas or initiatives.

One participant stated: " We wer e not empower ed to do things."

Gate-Keeping:
The Insiders and the Outsiders

Most participantsin the forumswer e either neighborhood r epresen-
tatives or repr esentatives of service agencies. A common theme
emer ged from interviews with agency employed professionals-a per -
ception of themselvesthat bordered the prophetic and a per ception of
neighborhood representatives as lessworthy or qualified. One partici-
pant voiced thisview of superiority-inferiority:

Therewere alot of individual common citizens who wer e not
responsible. They wer e not representing anyone and had no power
and saw this as an opportunity to beinvolved and gain status.
Specially some of the women. | happened to know one of the
women in my forum and she contributed nothing. She was just
feeding her own ego. There wer e several peoplein that category . . .

Although this message was not verbalized during forum sessions,
the neighbor hood member s appear ed to have received the message.
They werethefirst to stop attending meetings. What we obser ved
emerging was a sort of stratification based on ascribed statuses (com-
munity member s ver sus agency-based professionals). Although the
over all goal of the Partner ship was empower ment, the most disem-
power ed among the participants (ordinary neighbor hood r esidents)
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appear ed to have been marginalized within the forum structure. On top
of the power and status pyramid we identified the city representatives,
Partner ship staff and consultants. I n the second layer we placed the
repr esentatives from nonpr ofit agencies. The next layer down the pyr-
amid was made-up by neighborhood activists and leaders, and at the
bottom wer e the so called ordinary community residents. This stratifi-
cation was defined and maintained through rituals and practices. An
evaluator's participant observation report illustratesthose practices.

City and Partnership staff might be introduced, but not others.
Agendas might or might not be distributed to all attendees. Few
efforts were observed to prompt input from silent members.
Comments from member s might not be acknowledged and often
were not followed up on. Staff did not seem concer ned about
treating memberswith attentive respect. M eetings often ran be-
yond their scheduled time to adjourn.

Other meetings wer e canceled and member s were not notified, and
neither minutes nor agendas wer e distributed before many of the meet-
ings. Most of theindividualsfacilitating the planning phase were
professional facilitators hired from a consulting firm. Their levels of
expertise and competency varied widely. Some facilitators were well
prepared and effective, but otherswere not.

Emport erment:
From the Rhetorical to the Practical

A central theoretical foundation of the Partnership entailed the em-
power ment of community residents and neighbor hoods. Participants
wer e asked to indicate their views of the partnership in relation to
statements anchored to Arnstein'sladder of citizen participation (see
Table 2).

Participants expressed a stronger level of agreement with statements
measuring describing nonparticipation and tokenism (statements| to 3)
and lower levels of agreement with statements describing citizen pow-
er (statement 4 & 5). These average ratings wer e used to conduct
triangulations with their open-ended comments about community par -
ticipation and power. Both sets of data complemented each other.
Interview comments provide insightsinto the meanings attached by
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TABLE 2. Perceptions About the Ouality of Participation by the More Involved
Forum Members (N = 15) (1 = Completely Disagree, 10 = Completely Agree)

Statement Mean

A few handpicked people are appointed to boards or committees, but can
be outvoted by other members who are not ordinary city residents.

(manipulation & therapy) U 5.8

City residents are consulted by the Partnership, but have no assurance that
their input will influence the Partnership's decisions. (informing & consultation) || 6.6

The handpicked members are not accountable to their fellow city residents.
(placation) U 6.0

Sufficient numbers of accountable city residents sit on the Forums and
Committees to ensure that their views, preferences and interests will
influence the Partnership's decisions. (partnership) U 3.8

City residents control the Partnership's decisions by having not only a voice
in the process, but sufficient votes or other influence to ensure that their views,
Interests and preferences will prevail. (delegated power & citizen control) | 4.5

Key: U = Statements anchored to Arnstein's (1969) ladder of citizen participation.

participants to community involvement in the Partnership. A mosaic
of their comments follows.

Input was solicited, but it was not used; the forums were window
dressing. * The Steering Committee does what it wants. * Thereis
a big difference between the concept and reality (of implementa-
tion); people seem to be listened to, but | do not know what
happened to their ideas. * Forum participants are consulted, but
no assurance that ideas will influence decisions; staff controls
things. City money manager tells us there is no money (to imple-
ment suggestions coming from the forums). *| was hand picked
to participate, spoke up and city listened. But not enough people
did. We need more people to speak out. * People can speak, (but)
many are afraid, they think they do not have avoice. I'm here to
tell them that they do. * Staff dictates . . . Low income people
were looked down on. People were put down, then didn't return;
I go home after the meetings totally tired and discouraged.

In summary, respondents viewed the involvement of community
members as crucial to the purpose of the Partnership and recognized
the value of community involvement. Y et they reported low levels of
neighborhood-based power in the Partnership and were frustrated by
their experiences. Their efforts appear to have been used to maintain
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alive the empty ritual of participation (Amstein, 1969) without providing
opportunitiesto forum membersto attain real power.

A majority of respondentsindicated that they were planning to
continuein the Partner ship, with one person observing: "I feel it's
working, (but) we need more community people.” Another participant
observed: " I'm always optimistic." A neighborhood resident who did
not plan to continue hisinvolvement with the partnership stated: " This
isadumb question. They don't let me know what's going on. (It is)
hard to stay involved when they (staff) don't value your input."

Participants were asked to rate two global satisfaction items (their
experiences with the Partner ship and the outcomes or results of the
Partnership). Most of the participants (60% ) answer ed that they were
dissatisfied. Participants commentsreflect their reasoning when re-
sponding to this question, combining assessment of both the Partner -
ship results and its process:

(I'm) learning a lot; concept and staff are good; long term, I'm
seeing changes. * Slow process, not as many solutionsas|'d like
to see. Takesalongtime. *Things are not getting donein my
neighbor hood, follow up cut off by power s above (City). *Good
idea, didn't work. Started good and became self destructing. *|

never under stood what they wer e doing. * New people at every
meeting, alwaysreviewing, not moving forward. *Wasted time
of busy people. Nothing coming back to neighbor hoods. Not
empowering youth. *Meetings at City Hall wasted money. * Good

on paper, but no action. Not thefirst time the City hasdone this.

*No staff to work with neighbor hoods, or follow up on ideas.

In assessing their satisfaction with the results of three years of the
Partner ship, active forum member s mostly expressed dissatisfaction
with the process:

Not even honest explanations about why promises are not being
kept. * Time and talent not being used; disappointed, but not
surprised; after afew meetings, | knew it was going nowhere, (so
| had) low expectations. *1 was very involved, then communica-
tion abruptly ceased; (I'm) disappointed *Bad experience. * At
some point in time, we may see ideas implemented. I'm not sure
when.
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People in leadership positions such as staff and Steering Committee
members agreed with the challenges the Partnership was facing. It isa
bit puzzling to understand why changes did not take place to address
these challenges.

A final global question asked forum participants what else they
would like for us to know about the Partnership. Respondents used
this question as an opportunity to summarize their views and to repeat
strongly held views. They made positive statements about the Partner-
ship's concept of activating a coalition of city government and its
residents around substance abuse issues. Y et they reported generally
negative views of the manner in which the Partnership was imple-
mented and of its outcomes after three years of funding. A final
mosaic of respondents' reflections follows:

We need to put information (plans) into action. Meetings that
lead to action would draw more people. * (We need) tangible
results-for example, atool kit for neighborhood use or reduced
crime statistics. *We need communication with neighborhoods;
only afew people active. What can afew do? Need to involve
youth more; (need to) create more awareness of common prob-
lems among people. * Re-contact original people, put fires (par-
ticipants frustrations with the Partnership) Out. People feel they
were hurt, not heard. * (The Partnership needs to) respond to
citizens initiatives, staff team worked well at first. * Prevention
establishment, small groups always made decisions in the Part-
nership, but grant purpose suggests utility of broader base of
citizens. *Use schools and churches to do outreach; started nut as
awonderful concept. Lots of possibilities. (Now) not going any-
where; Not reaching people who need it.

Participants often prefaced their suggestions to improve the Partner-
ship with comments that their ideas seemed to them to be little more
than common sense or common courtesy. The idea was good, the
implementation was failing, the remedies were clear but community
members who articulated the remedies were not being heard.

DI SCUSSI ON

Based on the findings presented, the Partnership meets the criteria
to be called a community participation effort as defined by Gamble
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and Weil (1995) although it does not fall neatly into one of the two
structuresthey describe. The Partnership was not a community-initi-
ated effort. In fact, the Partnership was started and it was managed by
representatives of the city government and thelocal university. Al-
though the project was conceptualized using an empower ment ap-
proach, this concept was valued by the grant developer s (city officials,
university representatives and consultants) and the funding agency,
but not by the cor e of implementers of the grant (city and pr oj ect
staff). After threeyears of funded efforts, the Partnership was not, in
the opinion of various participant groups, empowering communities
nor producing other valued results.

Why did the " good idea" of community participation in the Part-
nership fail to achieveits potential? A number of explanationsare
suggested by thisexploratory study: (1) community participation was
not valued during implementation as a key component of the Partner -
ship, (2) different groupswere motivated by different incentives, lead-
ing to changesin the composition of the change systems (negatively
influencing community involvement), and (3) city and Partnership staff
lacked the knowledge or skills needed to facilitate community participa-
tion. These three potential explanations are not mutually exclusive. Rather,
under standing what happened as the Partner ship wasimplemented
may require seeing these themes asinterwoven, or feeding earl: other.
Finally, other factors may have shaped neighbor hood involvement in
the Partnership. For example, limited enthusiasm by community mem-
bers, or judgments by local residentsthat substance abuse issueswere
not relevant or could not be addressed by local efforts. We will focus
on the three explanationsthat seem to provide the most useful insights
about the dynamics of community participation within the Partner ship
and that may raise issuesthat can be productively discussed with
relation to other settings as community involvement experiences a
resur gence.

Was community participation really valued din-ing implementation
as a key component of the Partnership? The original project proposal
to CSAP clearly indicatesthe centrality of local resident participation
tothe project design. I nterviewswith individualsinvolved with the
development of thisdesign (city officials, university representatives
and consultants) suggest that the significance of community involve-
ment (including local neighbor hood residents) was under stood and
intended, although the implications of involving residents may not
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have been fully explored by thisinitiating group. Asthe Partnership
was implemented, the commitment of city and Partner ship staff to
community involvement wastested, with good resultsinitially that
seemed to deteriorate over time. The community involvement aspect
of the project was not assigned to any particular staff Inember (9).

Although it wasimplicitly understood that all staff membersand the
Steering Committee member s wer e responsible for promoting and
nurturing community participation, no one was ultimately accountable
for it. Involving local neighborhood residentsrequires staff time and
effort. The task of involving community members competed (with
limited success) with other expectations of staff. The facilitation of the
forum meetings was assigned to professional facilitator s (consul-
tants) who were not involved in designing the Par tner ship-they only

"appeared on stage" during thetime of the forunl meetings. 'l'licir
role was purely technical and in most casestheir prioritiesdid not

appear to include enhancing community participation. The Partner-
ship staff and consultants had the difficult task of implementing a
process that someone else designed. I n essence, the concept devel-

oped by the project initiators (grant developer s) was passed on to

another set of playersto implement. Overlap between thisinitiating
and planning system was minimal. As suggested by Daley (1997),

thisfed into problems during the implementation phase of the change
effort.

Did different sets of incentives motiwile different grorrl)s? The
neighbor hood residents who wer e involved with the community fo-
rumstended to be veteran neighborhood activists. They referred to
themselves asrepresentatives or delegates of their communities (Alex-
ander & McCann, 1956; Alexander, 1976). They werejoined by repre-
sentatives of service agencies. Thismiddle band of local representa-
tivesdid not seem to includetraditional infuel tials nor previously
uninvolved neighborhood residents.

Both grassroots community member s and agency representatives
seemed to hold a positive generalized attitude toward community
mobilization as a meansto improving community life, much as Sower,
Holland, Tiedke, and Freeman (1957) found in the concept of the
generalized " fund of good will" or expectationsthat civic involve-
ment made sense. Despite mixed experienceswith earlier effortsto
mobilize and work with the city on neighborhood priorities, many
community membersremained optimistic that the investment of their
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time and effort wasreasonable. One must marvel at the persistent
optimism of these community activists. Despite minimal tangible
achievements, inconsistent staff support and disrespectful treatment
during forum meetings by staff and consultants, these participants
retained a positive attitude toward this approach to change.

Both neighborhood residents and agency repr esentatives spoke of
needing to do something to address deteriorating neighborhood condi-
tions. The Partnership promised improvementsin community life.
Community members expected to seetheir input used in developing
effective strategies to addresslocally identified problems, needs and
issues. They expected to see these strategies result in specific neigh-
borhood improvements. They did not see these expected changes as
the Partner ship developed. First, they observed that often their input
was not valued or used by city and Partnership staff. Second, they did
not see specific improvementsin their neighborhoodsin substance
abuse or other significant areas. Thislack of results, combined with
flawsin the Partner ship implementation process, was a very bitter pill
for community residentsto swallow.

M any agency representatives noted organizational (work or career
related) incentives as central to their involvement, while grassr oots
community membersrelied more on hopes and expectations of im-
proving neighbor hood conditions. Power differentials between agency
representatives and local residents wer e, we believe, a factor in the
manner in which the Partner ship operated. Further, the declining in-
volvement of community member s over time reinfor ced this power
differential.

Did city staff and Partnership slaf f have acommitment to inclusive
community involvement and adequate knowledge and skillsto involve
diverse community members? Early staff efforts seemed to be com-
mitted to neighbor hood participation. Staff appear ed energetic and
professionally competent in many respects. Asthe process developed
over time, serious flaws wer e appar ent in the staff's commitment to
encour aging community participation. We think these flaws might
have been related to limited staff commitment to community input, to
alack of clarity about what roles community members might play and
what community members might contribute to the Partner ship and to
thelow priority assigned by many staff to involving community mem-
bers. Staff responsibilitiesrelating to reaching out to community
member s came to compete with other staff responsibilities. Asde-
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scribed in the findings section, specific staff knowledge and skills
related to community participation wer e inconsistently reflected in
staff behaviors, for example treating community memberswith re-
spect, keeping them infor med and running effective, inclusive meetings.

In summary, it appear sthat community participation in the Partner-
ship istreated by the city as advisory at best. The lack of action and
consider ation toward community membersvirtually eliminated their
participation in the Partner ship. Finally, a cadre of 1»ofessional Imrlici
hants (agency r epresentatives and core community activists) are main-
taining the appear ance of a community partnership.

L essons Learned

W hat lessons can be drawn from the experiences of this selected
group of community membersin thiscommunity partnership? While
theresults of any case study must be treated with caution when applied
to other situations, we have identified a few insightsthat may be of
interest to policy makers, educator s and practitioners.

First, a general commitment of the concept of community participa-
tion is a necessary but not sufficient condition for effective community
involvement. | n the Partnership, we found a strong commitment of
project initiators and initially of staff tothe concept of community
involvement, but a weak commitment to do what is necessary to
involve a diver se array of community members. Further, in change
effortsinvolving complex social systems, attention needsto be paid to
ensuring substantial member ship overlap between planning systems
and implementing systems.

Second, thiswillingnessto do what is necessary, especially to in-
volve groups that have historically not been involved (or who were
kept out of the process or given minimal, " token" roles) requires
sophisticated skills. Practitioner s need to acquire and demonstr ate
specific knowledge, attitudes, and skillsrelated to wor king with
specific community groups (see for example Daley & Wong, 1994).
Further, we need to under stand the various for ms of community in-
volvement and to develop knowledge and skillsto facilitate br oad-
based participation in progressively mor e socially diver se communi-
ties. By social diversity we mean arich set of characteristics, including
culture, ethnicity, language, gender, age, ability, socioeconomic status,
sexual orientation and size of community of residence. Group facilita-
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tive skillsin community practice offer rich opportunitiesto enhance
the involvement of diverse groupsin civic life.

Third, scholars, educator s and practitioner s need to integr ate leader -
ship/power analysis as a central component of practice models. The
literatur e of citizen (community) participation haslong documented
the centrality of intergroup power dynamicsto this focus of practice
(e.g., Alinsky, 1971). We need to highlight the significance of iriter-
group power dynamics as a key factor in facilitating community in-
volvement.

As substance abuse partner ships and coalitions continue to emer ge
in many communities around the nation, traditional community in-
volvement appearsto berelevant as we attempt to under stand the
quality of community members' participation. More applied resear ch
in thisarea will provide the needed data to inform our practice and to
refine the purpose and implementation of Such community develop-
ment efforts.
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