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Abstract 

This paper considers some of the challenges faced by older people seeking to get 
their voices heard in neighbourhood renewal. It looks at two initiatives – Camden 
Central Older People’s Steering Group and Kilburn Older Voices Exchange – with 
which the author had a professional involvement during the current decade. An 
assessment of the first project illustrates the potential importance of a structured 
process for self-appraisal for user groups and networks. Analysis of the second 
considers what is involved in working in partnership and how a partnership can 
be used to articulate the values, and manage the input, required of all parties 
when trying to achieve reform in service delivery. The two projects taken together 
illustrate significant lessons for improving older people’s involvement. 
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Introduction 

During the last twenty years critical discussion of user engagement has often 
been linked to analyses of the discourse and location of power (Dunning, 1998: 
208-210). Thus defined, the main obstacle to engagement is the persistence of 
paternalistic traditions of professional control, with the solution being to give 
people a “greater voice in institutions, agencies and situations which affect 
them” (Beresford and Croft, 1993: 50). For older people, though, voice alone 
may not be enough to secure influence. Clough and colleagues describe how 
“older people ... told us that while there seemed to be plenty of evidence of 
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being asked for their views on a wide range of topics, there was much less 
evidence that they had been listened to, and that actions were taken as a direct 
result” (Clough et al., 2003: 1). Sumner argues it is time to drop “the ageist 
assumptions that are holding us back from giving the older people, with whom 
we have professional contact or links, the space, time and support to make a 
difference” (Sumner, 2003: 8). 

At a rhetorical level, at least, government has now taken up this theme. 
According to a recent extensive survey, “new forms of social agency... are more 
likely to occur in forums that had their roots in social movements, community 
activism and service user struggles” (Barnes et al., 2007: 204). The authors note 
that “governments  ...  seem to  be  increasingly  anxious  to  promote  active 
citizenship and to build social capital”. Broadly speaking, it is the involvement of 
the individual service-user rather than organised collectivities which the 
government is now trying to encourage (Department of Health, 2007a); but the 
mandatory requirements for service commissioners to enhance “local 
accountability” and to ensure that “communities” are “empowered through 
new methods of engagement and innovative consultation methods” remain in 
place (Department of Health, 2007b: 58). 

Consideration of older people’s recent involvement in neighbourhood renewal, 
and the regeneration programmes which preceded it, is therefore likely to retain 
its relevance. The Neighbourhood Renewal Fund, which has run in two stages 
from 2001 to the present (Cabinet Office, 2001), allocated nearly £2 billion to 
the 88 most deprived authorities in England. Engagement was intended to be 
shaped collectively, rather than to be built up from the particular experience and 
needs of individuals. The focus of this engagement has been largely on ‘younger’ 
interests (for example, those of job-seekers, or teenagers) rather than those of 
older people (Burke et al., 2008). The latter only became defined as an interest 
group late in the day (Scharf et al., 2002), and were often consigned to a rather 
passive position, whether as beneficiaries of renewal or as contributors to its 
planning (Blackie and Miles, 2006). Once involved they could be uncomfortable 
with identifying themselves as beneficiaries, and were likely to hold the view 
that vulnerable older people were the responsibility of statutory bodies. They 
often found it difficult to accept that it might be appropriate to spend 
neighbourhood renewal money on areas of concern they believed to be the 
direct responsibility of the council or of the National Health Service. 



Lessons for Older People’s Involvement - John Miles ■ 

63 © The Journal of Voluntary Sector Research 2008 

 

 

 
The community and neighbourhood development background in 
Camden 

Several Camden mayors have been active in the pensioner movement during the 
last ten years, and older people’s interests have often been prominent among the 
priorities identified by the borough’s elected representatives. In keeping with this, 
the council made an ageing population a corporate concern during the mid-
nineties. Substantial direct investment in the ‘Vulnerable Older People’s Project’ 
from 1994 prefigured many aspects of the national Better Government for Older 
People initiative, and led to the adoption in 2002 of the Camden Quality of 
Life Strategy for Older Citizens. A central resource – ‘Older Voices in Renewal’ 
– was set up in 2004, but the work had largely developed its impetus at local 
level. 

One local innovation also fed back into the mainstream. In 1998, as part of a 
Single Regeneration Budget (SRB) programme in Regents Park, the Third Age 
Project had been established in a church basement. This project symbolised the 
ability of community activists to develop new opportunities for older people at 
arm’s length from mainstream service provision. It served as one of the 
benchmarks the local authority adopted when it decided in 1998 to review the 
role of the ten day centres in the borough. It became council policy to make 
most of them accessible as resource centres to the older public as a whole, and 
to challenge their staff to involve the local community in their future 
development. This change led directly to the development of the second project 
considered here. 

The local authority might set the strategic direction but its control at local level 
would always have significant limits. What became the ‘Camden Central’ 
neighbourhood, for example, had received a lot of attention from the council’s 
Vulnerable Older People’s Project during the 1990s. Initial consultations about 
the SRB, when the older people’s part of the bid was under development, 
included stakeholders with an interest in sustaining the Vulnerable Older People’s 
Project priorities and approach. Early plans assumed a specialised community 
nursing role, for example, with outreach work to encourage take-up of day 
services and community activities. But by the time the funds were awarded in 
2002, the Government Office for London expected both detailed priorities and 
spending programmes to be determined by the community itself. 
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The Camden Central Older People’s Steering Group 

Between 2001 and 2007 Camden Central Community Umbrella (CCCU) 
managed a single regeneration budget under the direction of an area partnership 
(Strategic Urban Futures, 2006). The Older People’s Steering Group (OPSG) co- 
managed development funds during four of those years. The group was made 
up of older nominees and voluntary sector service managers, with CCCU staff 
in support. The aims adopted for the programme were: “to identify and address 
the needs of older residents in Camden Central and to ensure that they are 
actively engaged in and benefit from the regeneration of the area, and to reduce 
the exclusion of older residents from, and to maximise their contribution to, all 
aspects of local community life” (Camden Central Partnership, 2003: 2). 

Over four years approximately £170k was spent through this programme, of 
which about £40k flowed directly from decisions taken in the steering group 
and its occasional sub-committees. Many of these projects – the expansion of the 
local resource centre, three highly inclusive annual conferences (known locally as 
‘conventions’), community arts work with minority ethnic groups, a volunteer 
window-cleaning service, and some small-scale intergenerational projects – 
worked well. Commissioning small nail-clipping and handy-person services 
involved group members in combative discussions of responsibility, eligibility, 
service targets, charges and value for money with provider managers, including 
those of the Primary Care Trust. 

However, steering group members often found their role difficult to grasp and 
the boundaries to their authority unclear. The group’s internal dynamics were 
sometimes problematic, and the subject of review on two occasions. There was 
some dramatic project work to help the steering group address its 
representativeness. In 2003, for example, a community election was successfully 
conducted in a multi-lingual ‘world café‘ format to widen participation. 
Nevertheless, several older members of the steering group found it hard to 
register satisfaction in these achievements. The more idealistic found what was 
accomplished a poor substitute for what they had hoped to achieve. In winding 
up the programme it seemed important to the CCCU managers to respond 
constructively to this disillusionment. 

When it became clear that the steering group’s work would not be extended, 
several long-term participants were invited to contribute to a review. In a 
concluding evaluation ten people, older nominees and local project staff, were 
interviewed using a short questionnaire (Blackie and Miles, 2006). Participants 
were asked about their experience and to consider what could be learned from it. 
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There was enthusiasm among the older representatives for their experiences of 
cross-cultural contact in an ethnically diverse area. The voluntary sector staff 
based in the community valued the experience of networking and what they 
had learned from it. From both groups there were expressions of disappointment 
and anger, and, specifically, of frustration at the failure to maintain a support- 
worker consistently in post. There was an extensive list of suggestions about 
how things might have been improved, or done differently, but only a limited 
consensus. Attention therefore shifted to designing a quality-measurement tool 
with which to guide a regular group appraisal in future. This tool also took the 
form of a questionnaire. The internal evaluators used a basic discourse analysis 
to group together the participants’ comments and identify ten broad-based 
operational goals and responsibilities based upon them (see Table 1, adapted 
from Blackie and Miles, 2006). 

 
 
Table 1: 
Engaging older people in community development: 
self-assessment template 

 

 Operational goal 

Using and sharing power 

A key question to ask 

Have you got the authority and respect 
you require? 

 

Networking Are the people you need to influence 
paying attention? 

Managing resources Have you got an attractive programme 
and can you pay for it? 

Sharing benefits Can people you don’t know benefit from 
what you’re trying to do? 

Communication What do you do to ensure people know 
you’re there, and what you’re doing? 

Consultation Can other people have a say in what 
you’re trying to do? 

Learning: access to expertise Are you making the best use of information 
and advice from outside the group? 

Learning from each other Are you making the best use of each 
other’s skills as a group? 
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Table 1: (Continued) 

 

 Operational goal 

Conflict resolution 

A key question to ask 

Do you identify your disagreements and try 
to work them through? 

 

Taking action Do you get directly involved in trying to 
make a difference yourselves? 

 
A set of quality measurement questions was then developed around the 
operational goals. These also drew directly on the statements made by the 
interviewees. The ten questions reveal just how multi-faceted the responsibilities 
facing a development group, or users’ forum, can be. The grid is intended to be 
more directive than, say, a SWOT (‘strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and 
threats’) analysis. It encourages a process of looking outwards, and borrows 
from the PEST (‘political, economic, social and technological’) model to 
encourage the participants to adopt a more objective approach and look outside 
the group. The focus is therefore both on the environment in which it operates, 
and on the resources members bring to their work, including the style in which 
they go about it. Use of the template would encourage reflective practice in a 
community setting and could also support elected and unelected officials to 
maintain a watching brief. The questions are designed to foster a greater 
representative awareness among participants. Attention at one stage in the 
OPSG had focused heavily on the process whereby nominees came to be on the 
steering group. But such attention is of limited value if participants are not 
subsequently supported to function representatively once caught up in the hurly- 
burly of experiment and decision-making. 

While the tool is designed to be used on a low-cost basis, it would undoubtedly 
benefit in practice from the involvement of an independent facilitator. A review 
could take place by the group considering, say, a couple of the questions at each 
of a sequence of five meetings, handing the data gathered to the independent 
facilitator, and going on to consider their analysis and feedback at a full away- 
day. 



Lessons for Older People’s Involvement - John Miles ■ 

67 © The Journal of Voluntary Sector Research 2008 

 

 

 
Kilburn Older Voices Exchange and its Home Care Service Partnership 

Kilburn Older Voices Exchange (KOVE) was not developed at arm’s-length from 
professional influence. It had its origins directly in the requirement for the 
council’s Kingsgate Resource Centre to engage with local communities. One 
inspiration came from the book Developing Skills for Community Care: A 
Collaborative Approach (Beresford and Trevilllion, 1995), a manual for 
collaborative working developed under the aegis of the former Central Council 
for Education and Training in Social Work. KOVE thus began life in 2002 as a 
scrutiny and development panel bringing together older service-users, planners 
and providers. It used the Resource Centre as its base, drew upon regeneration 
funding to hire a facilitator, and engaged with public bodies like Camden Primary 
Care Trust, Kilburn Town Centre Management, and the borough engineers. 

From the outset, KOVE’s older members wanted to try and change existing 
services rather than develop new ones. Initially, most people came from groups 
meeting outside the resource centre; one or two had strong grievances. Members 
were able to choose what they wanted to focus on; they prioritised the tasks they 
enjoyed, and they remained largely unburdened by management responsibilities. 

In 2005 the local authority sought the project’s involvement in an awareness- 
raising initiative directed at newly-appointed home-care service providers in the 
neighbourhood. Thereafter a small group of activists became extremely involved. 
In the period up to March 2008 KOVE had averaged nine full meetings a year, 
held seventy-four sub-groups, and, after 2005, carried out twenty-seven sessions 
of filming. With the exception of the specifically-funded multi-media work, it 
had also been remarkably inexpensive, with direct operating costs rarely 
exceeding £10k per year. 

Besides its sessionally-employed facilitator (working for about 30 days per year) 
KOVE has an experienced older chair – a former elected member who lives outside 
the area and does not get involved with its activities. About twelve people attend 
the main meetings every other month, a majority aged over 75, some formally 
representing local residents’ groups. Three members are involved in making films 
on home-care, while another five contribute directly to community enquiries 
about pavements, street crossings and the like. Several people active through 
KOVE (including members of minority ethnic groups) do not attend its regular 
meetings: around forty local residents and resource centre service-users were 
present at an open afternoon in July 2008. Through multi-media work KOVE’s 
activities overlap with those of other projects in the centre, particularly those 
involving stroke survivors and more severely disabled service-users. 
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The Home Care Service Partnership (HCSP) itself was finally established in January 
2006, though discussion within KOVE of the need for improvements to home 
care standards had taken place as early as 2002. Two developments proved 
crucial to the development of HCSP. Firstly, Kingsgate had become the base for 
a Big Lottery-funded programme working with older disabled service-users, run 
by the multi-media organisation Acting Up. Secondly, the Camden 
commissioners had terminated the contract of the main home-care provider in 
the area on grounds of poor performance. It was made a requirement of the new 
providers that they work directly with KOVE to improve standards. New 
relationships had to be built, while, supported by Acting Up, some KOVE 
members began to develop skills in interviewing and in the use of camcorders. A 
former KOVE panel-member who was by now housebound contributed a 
lengthy interview which provided the basis for a seventeen-minute video feature, 
‘My World’. This showed a severely disabled woman in her own home. She 
described her daily routines and talked about their importance to her. The film 
illustrated the responses she wanted, and showed the way that the material 
reality of her life affected her care. 

On the strength of this film and the involvement of the home-care providers, 
Local Area Agreement funding of £10k was awarded to support the HCSP 
programme between October 2006 and April 2007. Multi-media material 
became the main means of representation for service-users: some disabled older 
people filmed themselves, but the majority of participants were interviewed on 
camera by the KOVE volunteers and facilitator. By the end the work had 
produced two guidance protocols for staff (one on making a first home visit and 
one on shopping) and a DVD to be used both in staff training and in general 
awareness-raising. 

These processes were given shape and structure through consistent teamwork 
and joint working by the partners at all levels of responsibility. The ‘KOVE Team’ 
brought together the three KOVE members, with the facilitator and the multi- 
media development officer from Acting Up. They carried out the interviews with 
users both in the centre, and in people’s homes. Then, as the full partnership 
proved too unwieldy for detailed work planning, a sub-group was convened, 
involving the KOVE Team, the home-care providers, Camden commissioning and 
care management staff, and two other KOVE members, a home-care user, and 
a family carer. As the filmed interviews became available, this group discussed 
them, sometimes being filmed as it did so. The home care providers also began 
to pilot discussion of the material with their newly appointed staff. 

The multi-media material was found to be powerful in two ways. Firstly, it 
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provided convincing personal testimony from service-users talking in a relaxed, 
if intense, way about their experiences, preferences and ideas. Secondly, film 
proved a ‘cool’ medium, capable of reducing tension when watched in a ‘mixed‘ 
group, enabling communication and improving the consistency of discussion. 
The providers found some of the material superior to conventional training films, 
because the users were very direct in what they had to say and described ‘good 
practice’ from their own viewpoint. 

An evaluation of this programme (Miles, 2007) highlighted the evidence for 
good professional practice with respect to what users had to say; stressed the 
importance of KOVE’s previous track record; emphasised the structural and 
resource elements of the partnership (see Table 2, adapted from Miles, 2007); 
and pointed to the way that the interaction between different aspects of the 
basic framework had greatly extended the reach and value of the programme. 

 
 
Table 2: 
KOVE Home Care Service Partnership: 
Key elements of the framework 

■ Commitment from a statutory body (London Borough of Camden) and 
project funds (Local Area Agreement) 

■ A formally identified partnership serviced by a lead agency (KOVE) 
■ An open forum where service-users and representatives from all parts of 

the community can raise their concerns with the key stakeholders 
(commissioners and providers, managers and front-line staff) 

■ An experienced facilitator (preferably recruited independently, and 
working directly to the forum) familiar with user engagement 

■ A development partner skilled in multi-media work with service users and 
disabled people (Acting Up) 

■ Good facilities for supporting user engagement and the participation of 
community volunteers 

■ Facilities for working groups to develop the collaboration and to test-run 
materials 

■ A commitment from the key participants to testing the materials 
    developed, and to monitoring their use and impact 
■ Access to expertise in outreach, user-friendly presentations, marketing 
■ Funding and support for an evaluation 
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Discussion 

The dominant strategic debate around user involvement has focused on the 
point of origin of an initiative; whether its agenda is ‘bottom-up’ or ‘top-down’ 
–’democratic’ or ‘consumerist’ in Tony Carter and Peter Beresford’s formulation 
(Howse, 2003: 35). The prevailing orthodoxy has been that where service- 
systems set the agenda their interests will predominate – a widespread 
phenomenon which has not proved difficult to document (Barnes et al., 2007). 

The research findings reported in this paper suggest it is necessary to place equal 
emphasis on three further issues: (a) the technical difficulties lay, or community, 
participants face in engaging within professionally-managed systems; (b) the 
contingent challenges faced by those professionals required to change their 
practice (Dalley, 1998: 6); and (c) the management responsibility to reconfigure 
the back-up systems supporting the services where change is required. Factors 
tied to levels of resources, to institutional practice and structure, to models of 
finance management and hierarchies of control out of reach of even quite senior 
officials and practitioners at the coal-face, will continue to impose themselves 
and severely limit what can be achieved through developments pursued in 
isolation. It is evident that these issues will remain important regardless of 
whether service-users and community representatives respond to externally- 
driven proposals or try to pursue service developments of their own. 

The experience of the Camden Central Older People’s Steering Group highlights 
the difficulty that may follow from an approach where the community is given 
the initiative, and encouraged to adopt an ambitious agenda, but with very little 
available by way of an audit of the environment in which it is intended to 
operate. The programme illustrates the dangers of setting up strategic terms of 
reference without analysing the scale of operational change that will have to 
take place for the service-systems to make a meaningful response. The absence 
of statutory planners and commissioners in the development of the OPSG 
programme is striking, and it would appear that, rather than freeing the steering 
group from professional control, their absence contributed to its members 
feeling marooned with little sense of their influence, burdened with 
responsibility, and at risk of exposure within their own communities (Blackie and 
Miles, 2006). The schedule of questions set out at Table 1 and the approach set 
out to support it are therefore not just a matter of self-appraisal. They also offer 
a means of defence for community representatives who need to establish realistic 
parameters for their involvement. 
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The relative success of the KOVE HCSP needs further discussion. The material 
progress achieved in Kilburn may prove hard to measure, and should not be 
exaggerated, but the programme has been well-received and is widely thought 
to be significant (Miles, 2007). Moreover, the KOVE HCSP is on-going, has 
attracted further funding and is now turning to address the personalisation 
agenda and self-advocacy. While KOVE set an agenda around home-care early 
in its development, the HCSP was established not because the local authority met 
KOVE’s demands but because an opportunity came up to align those demands 
with the commissioners’ own agenda. The council’s strategic capacity to 
concentrate attention and resources and to contract the engagement of 
providers, then proved decisive. 

KOVE and its partners were able to bring a substantial level of technical support 
to the involvement of older activists and older service-users alike – indeed, one 
of KOVE’s achievements has been to break down some of the divisions between 
‘service-users’ and voluntary activists. The partnership also enabled some 
examination of the pressures on staff in different parts of the service system. 
Lastly, a real use was made of the idea of neighbourhood, not as defined 
geographically by central government indicators of deprivation, but as a locus 
within which to coordinate the involvement of individuals affected by a poor 
standard of home-care, and by basing that involvement at a resource centre 
used and valued by a significant number of them. 

 
 
Conclusion 

KOVE’s success in engaging with a mainstream service highlights the case for 
focusing in the future on the design of support and development systems as 
much as on the sources of power or influence, and the identity of the 
participants. Within the Home Care Service Partnership operational 
developments and innovative work methods came to influence strategic 
objectives, as much as being determined by them. This needs to be taken into 
account in designing funding regimes: there was rarely much room for 
pragmatism in the way mainstream neighbourhood renewal funding was made 
available. Targets and milestones had to be pre-determined, and often identified, 
some years in advance. Funding could be released only when, or if, these were 
achieved. Criticism of this kind of arm’s-length policy direction is now 
commonplace in analysis of public service priorities: comprehensive change in 
mainstream services takes will, a commitment to negotiation, an understanding 
of time and history (Pollitt, 2008), and, often, great patience. The logical 
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consequence of such an approach, at the point when the government is 
publishing its own priorities for community empowerment (Department of 
Communities and Local Government, 2008), will be a strategically-led model of 
project design. This will involve committing the services required to respond, as 
well as the developers who aspire to change them, and resourcing their 
involvement from the outset. 

Whilst the strategic agenda has been dominated by the debate about ‘top-down’ 
or ‘bottom-up’, the key operational challenge for older people’s involvement 
has focused around their capacity for self-organisation and their willingness to 
take responsibility for substantial initiatives. The learning from the two projects 
discussed here suggests that, while these two issues are, and will remain, 
important, they are not more important than flexibility on the one hand and the 
scope to learn by doing on the other. Howse distinguishes between “promoting 
participation” and “building community capacity” and warns that “projects 
which declare empowerment to be one of their aims may not achieve their aims 
– and they may be designed in such a way that is more likely to promote the 
sense of empowerment rather than reality” (Howse, 2003: 36). However, the 
outcomes of community engagement are by no means readily predictable (Duffy, 
2008), and for community participants the successful achievement of contracted 
objectives will not be the most meaningful or satisfying outcome of their 
involvement. 

Part of KOVE’s success is that its older members are not faced with too much 
responsibility, and find themselves operating within a wider partnership which 
offers some protection and extends opportunity. This may limit their level of 
control as set out by those who favour more prescriptive models of user- 
engagement (e.g. Branfield et al., 2006) but it has enabled a creative, 
sustainable, and productive engagement, in keeping with that recently 
recommended by Duffy (2008): “we need to be more imaginative in how we 
reach out to people and more systematic in ensuring we have a variety of 
approaches to meet different needs.” As the sometimes harsher experience of 
the Older People’s Steering Group in Camden Central illustrates, this will also 
mean a requirement for rigorous self-appraisal and the means to support 
participants who find themselves having to countering marginalisation as they 
try to take their work forward. 
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