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This is a marvelous book – one of the best books on community engagement I have read in decades. Asking the question, “How seriously do we want to achieve the promise of community participation? This valuable book comes at a time when people working in community engagement need all the help we can get!
I began reading this book after sending back the final proofs of my new book on community engagement. I was “in the zone”. As I began reading, I asked myself these questions:
· What could a Canadian-born Australian community engagement practitioner learn from ten American case studies (from Iowa, Chicago, Minnesota, Oklahoma and Mississippi) written by two academics: a clinical professor of public health and a political scientist?

· Would this book be like so many books by American authors (ethnocentric and culture-specific)?

· Would the case studies be analyzed in ways that would help me as a practitioner, educator and author?

· Community engagement is such well-tilled ground with such defended territories and competing paradigms. What could this book possibly offer that is new – and helpful?

· Would the authors offer a model that I could use in my writing, teaching and practice that helps to explain why things so often go wrong in community engagement?

· Would the book really focus on identifying ways to give a more direct and influential voice to disadvantaged people and groups (the poorest, least educated and most marginalized) and not simply pay “lip service” to this challenge?

I found answers to all my questions – and more. The authors are well versed in current community engagement processes. They state at the outset that “the field lacks direct methods to determine whose voices are influential in participation processes” (authors’ emphasis).” Further, “[t]he field also has a limited understanding of how participation processes enable the voices of historically excluded groups to be influential” (authors’ emphasis). And finally, “the field has limited evidence about the effectiveness of community participation processes” (authors’ emphasis). This is a brilliant book, well organized, well written, eminently sensible in its analysis, and packed with insights, advice and wisdom. It tackles the “wicked” problems" (Rittel and Webber, 1973) of “voice” and “influence” and gives them full attention. The authors acknowledge, first, the distinctions among people in communities and call that recognition “half the ticket for our journey”. They explain that they obtained “the other half” when they committed to “tracking the influence of various kinds of people in participation processes.” A “major accomplishment” was the development of methods to assess the influence of various groups of people in community participation processes.
This is a book of retrospective case studies. For the non-American reader, the rich contextual information, the history of each site (from the indigenous history and early European settlement through the polarized racial history of American cities to the present day) makes fascinating reading. The sites, the people, and the community engagement challenges are highly diverse. They come to life as material from interviews, surveys and focus group puts “flesh on the bones” of community sociology. The stories of five community-driven partnerships are dynamic, compelling and deeply relevant to the work of any community engagement practitioner or theorist. The personalities and voices of community members shine through, strengthening the “voice” component of the book. . The authors explain exactly how the partnerships promoted meaningful community engagement.
Because they are so thoroughly explained, the cases would be relevant to the work of many practitioners. The authors’ insights and the links between the cases are clear and easy to follow. A diverse range of case is analyzed:
1. Community Voices Against Violence in Cass Lake, Minnesota

2. Housing for Single Mothers in Humboldt Park, Chicago

3. A “Poor Man’s Bank” in the Southeast Oklahoma Enterprise Community

4. A Workforce Alliance Minigrant Program in the Mississippi Delta

5. The Community Leadership Team of Story County, Iowa

6. Developing a Professionalization Curriculum in the Mississippi Delta

7. Revitalizing Cass Lake, Minnesota

8. Community Centers in Southeastern Oklahoma

9. The Incorporation of Beyond Welfare in Ames, Iowa

10. Saving a Mural in Humboldt Park, Chicago

As I worked my way through the book, I kept hoping that the authors would give me what I sought: a thorough analysis of the cases followed by succinct advice.  I was delighted to find exactly that. The study, involving 125 people in five partnerships and 15 people on the support team, took two years to complete. The support team included researchers from various disciplines who trained partnership members in qualitative methods, including interviewing techniques and document review.
Each of the ten case narratives is analyzed within a framework that includes “a clear way to think about whose voices had been influential”:
· Who had a voice?

· Who had an influential voice? (This involved tracking different people’s ideas over time to see what happened as a result of their ideas being expressed.)

· Did the patterns of influence matter?

Each narrative begins with “the Story” and includes a valuable section on “relating impacts to influence”. 

Following the individual case studies, Chapter 11, “Cross-Case Analysis”, draws together all the analyses, while Chapter 12, “Application to Practice,” provides both a summary and a user-friendly model with excellent illustrations. 

The book addresses the critical question of “influence”: to what extent do community engagement processes actually deliver results, empower people and make a difference in their lives? And is there a relationship between what people said and what is finally delivered? This is the perennial question in community engagement and one that most practitioners rarely can answer in positive terms. So often we engage in what Kem Lowry and his colleagues call “participating the public” (Lowry et al., 1997). Our processes can be manipulative. Loud voices can dominate. Soft voices are not always heard. And nothing really changes.

Avoiding the common pitfall of comparing community engagement to sport or war (which they often closely resemble), the authors instead select the analogy of a track meet (and the baton passing in a relay race) to explain their concept of the “pathway of ideas”. The “pathway to influence” has four steps: the opportunity to participate, expression of ideas, communication of ideas and use of ideas (influence). 

Reading this book brought to mind the “discursive key”, which “turns” the discussion from one conception to another and performs the critical transformative work that allows an issue to be re-framed (Hajer 1995, cited in Healey 1997:277). For me, the discursive key in this excellent book is the track meet analogy.  I realized that what was so often missing in engagement work was “the communication of ideas among players” – equivalent to the passing of batons among athletes. The goal of the track meet – unlike a competitive race – is to bring all of the needed “idea batons” across the finish line. (And not to drop or lose batons en route.)
What the authors say about influence reminded me that “when the conditions of participation changed, marginalized and ordinary residents lost their only means of expression.” 
Some of their insights and findings are also worth restating:

· The careful recording and reporting of ideas supported difficult and controversial actions to address issues that mattered a lot to marginalized residents. (This is a matter we emphasize at length in SpeakOut: The Step-by-Step Guide to SpeakOuts and Community Workshops [2009].)
· The lack of clarity or specificity in the communication of ideas created serious problems in some cases.
· The use of ideas from marginalized and ordinary residents depended on the alignment of their ideas with the ideas of other players.
· The use of ideas from people with acknowledged expertise was not always helpful.

Best of all, from my perspective, the model that emerges, the diagrams and the highly useful tables (“Identifying People with Needed Ideas.” “Optimizing Opportunities for Marginalized and Ordinary Residents” and “Hurdles and Supports in the Pathway”) have the potential to be used as a systematic formative and/or summative evaluation framework. There is huge potential in using this book as an evaluation tool.

The book is packed with gems. It highlights the wisdom of everyday people. I found it reassuring to read that not all projects were successful. How I wish there were more honest, feisty and thorough books like this one, telling the whole story -- “warts and all”. In communities, life is made up of stories. The same applies to community engagement practice. We need to know that doesn’t work – and why – as well as what does work.
The insights of these reflective practitioners (communicated by the academic authors who clearly know how to listen) “hold our feet to the fire” with respect to voice and influence in community engagement.
If I have any complaints, they are minor. I would have liked to learn more about engagement with children and young people. Children’s voices seem to be pretty much ignored. It would also have been helpful to read more about the background research and other cases or studies that influenced the development of the model.
This book breathes life into studies of communities and community dynamics and the ways in which voice and influence can be empowered through community engagement. The authors have listened carefully to community voices and offer an invaluable road map for the rest of us. 
We’d best get on our bikes and try it out!
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