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Co-producing the future

If volunteering is ever to escape from its worthy backwater and have a real impact on wider social and political issues, a different approach is needed, argues David Boyle. 

Ministers talk about volunteering – when they talk about it at all – as something that meets needs. But it also has enormous benefits to the volunteers – and these may far outweigh any benefits to the people who are volunteered to. 

People have a serious and largely unrecognised need – unrecognised at least by politicians – to make a contribution. What we urgently need is some kind of infrastructure that allows anyone – whoever they are – to do the work that neighbourhoods need. 
There is a divisiveness built into much organised volunteering. The one between the volunteers and the volunteered-to. This is not a dig at the tremendous work that indefatigable volunteers do all over the country every day.  But the point is that sometimes, when you ask for nothing back from the person being helped, maybe for their entire lives, you give a damaging and erroneous message, ie that the person has nothing whatever to offer that society needs. ‘Charity wounds,’ said the anthropologist Margaret Mead, and this is what she meant.

Bring back meaningless volunteering

Following on from the last point, government policy in this area has been skewed for some years towards semi-professional volunteering: trained, mentored, measured. Middle class volunteering, parachuting into poor neighbourhoods.  What was at one stage referred to in government circles as ‘meaningful volunteering’.

Well, I say we need more meaningless volunteering.  Volunteering below the official radar.  Unmeasured volunteering. And I’m glad to say that there is increasing recognition in policy circles that social networks are absolutely vital.  But still the plea for meaningless volunteering stands.

Not just because the people who are volunteered to or mentored – refugees for example, but not just them – have great skills, experience and time that we need. Not just because we are currently wasting these.  But because the need for what JFK called a ‘cause beyond self’ is actually universal.

It doesn’t just exist in students or the middle classes.  It exists in people with long-term depression, in disabled people, in unemployed people and bedridden elderly people.

What’s more, our experience with time banks is that, once people find they are needed after all – doing something useful, something that allows them to look themselves in the face – their lives can be transformed. Reciprocity, in other words, is the great missing moral principle in so much of recent volunteering policy.

People power

We forget in the over-professionalisation of our public services just how much we need the support of patients, pupils and public for their success. We need people who are engaged.  Friendly faces. It’s this element of public service reform that keeps being forgotten. 

It has nothing whatever to do with public representation on boards, and everything to do with volunteering – but meaningless volunteering, reciprocal volunteering, that requires some kind of infrastructure. This is an idea increasingly known as ‘co-production’, and there are more and more examples of how this can break the back of otherwise intractable problems.

Patient involvement

There is the Lehigh hospital outside Philadelphia, which has dramatically cut its re-admission rate by involving former patients in a scheme to check up on recently discharged patients, whether they’re OK, if they’ve got heating or food in the house.

The service is provided by local volunteers on the understanding that patients will be asked later in return if they can help another patient.  It is now 500 volunteers strong.

There is the Sentara hospital group in Richmond, Virginia, which has drastically cut the cost of treating asthmatics by using asthmatic volunteers to befriend and advise other asthmatics.

That is co-produced health.  There are similar stories in this country but on a much smaller scale. The point I’m trying to make here is that all this is a bigger agenda than policy-makers have given it credit for. It’s about asking everyone for something back, and giving them the opportunity to provide it. It’s about redefining citizenship along these lines, so that we no longer have an increasingly exhausted professional class and an increasingly disempowered client class for who time hangs heavy.

We need to shift professional practice so that they no longer simply categorise clients for what they can’t do, but start looking for what they can. And to reform a welfare system that asks nothing of anybody except that they should demonstrate constant need in order to access anything from the system.

This is, after all, a system which forgets that, at some point, professional support will end, prisoners will be released, patients discharged – yet has done nothing to provide effective, informal family support systems to hold things together.

Change is needed
So how could we change things? Well here are four practical ways in which the involvement of people giving their time could have a real impact on wider social and political issues. 

1. Encourage widespread peer involvement

We need experiments in this country like the youth courts in Washington, which now try half the first time non-violent offences in juries of teenagers who earn credits for being there to spend on computers and training. 

2. Support reciprocal systems 
We need a network of systems of give and take in every public institution from doctor’s surgeries to schools and housing estates, that are able to measure and reward the small efforts people make. 

3. Fund co-production

We need a major fund for charities and public sector organisations to back experiments with co-production whereby professionals and clients can be equal partners in the delivery of services.

4. Make time-giving a requisite for funding

We need an understanding by lottery funders that any grant must be matched by time put in mutual support by local beneficiaries. 

Nothing the government can do, with its regulations and targets, is able to make things happen without the active involvement of ordinary people who are giving their time and effort at a local level.

The bottom line is this: everyone wants to make a contribution and doing so can change their lives. It means perhaps, to paraphrase John F Kennedy, asking not what your health centre can do for you, but asking what you can do for your health centre.

David Boyle is senior associate at the New Economics Foundation. www.david-boyle.co.uk
This article is based on a talk organised by the Centre for Reform at the National Liberal Club last November.
[Kathryn - Have emailed you two photos which could accompany this text but both are pretty dreadful. Am trying to get better quality pics. The alternative is to scrap this text and do something else as a visual that would illustrate the idea of reciprocal relationships? This would be the cover story]

The Rushey Green time bank, based in a doctor's surgery in Lewisham, South London, is a good example of co-production in action. Now in its fourth year, the scheme enables local residents to earn and spend ‘time’ to improve life both for themselves and their neighbourhood. 

Doctors are increasingly referring patients suffering from depression to the time bank as a complementary form of treatment. Getting them involved visiting local people or helping in local schools certainly seems to make them feel better. “It’s this reciprocal relationship between people and institutions, as well as between people and people, which ordinary volunteering finds it harder to achieve,” says David Boyle.
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