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This reflection essay is set to describe how the 2022 Commonwealth Games of Birmingham have been used as a tool to support the youth population of city. The first part of the reflection essay will give a short history of the Commonwealth Games and its beginnings, followed by how the sports event have turned into an opportunity to help disadvantaged people, the low skilled youth of Birmingham, young people struggling with mental health, poor health or are disabled. Furthermore, the volunteering project wanted to offer young people the opportunity to gain employable skills that could later be used to successfully attain jobs. Throughout the reflection, I am pointing a few flaws that the project had, especially lacking connection and communication with the targeted community, lacking creativity and not including nor supporting communities characterised by different cultures.  

[bookmark: _Toc123942951]A short history of the Commonwealth Games 

Commonwealth Games have first taken place in 1930 and gained great success all throughout the years until present times. Through these games, Britain was looking to celebrate sports, games and people coming together to celebrate for days on end. The organisation of the event was always a lot of work, dedication, and involvement, not only from the 54 participating members of the Commonwealth (from 17 overseas territories such as Channel Islands, Bermuda, Montserrat, British Virgin Islands), but as well people from all over United Kingdom. 
A few of the long list of sports played are boxing (men only), athletics, swimming, hockey, gymnastics, cycling, softball, and many more. United Kingdom has not been the only host country, back in 1938 the hosting country was Australia in Sydney, 1954 Vancouver, Canada, 1986 Edinburgh, Scotland, etc. Commonwealth Network, (2020). 

[bookmark: _Toc123942952]Commonwealth Games of Birmingham 2022 and Community Engagement 

Community engagement is considered a process through which groups of people are coming together to reach a common goal through means of work and collaboration. In general, these people are found in close geographic proximity and are affected by the same issue. These kinds of collaborations are powerful, eager to drive changes that will positively influence the community and its members. 
Successful community engagement is based on different principles such as engaging with communities, participation, consultation, collaboration, and empowerment. ATSDR, (2011).

[bookmark: _Toc123942953]Engaging with Birmingham’s youth community

“Community engagement can only be sustained by identifying and mobilizing community assets and strengths and by developing the community’s capacity and resources to make decisions and take action. Community assets include interests, skills, and experiences of individuals and local organization as well as the networks of relationships that connect them.” ATSDR, (2011, p.51).

Birmingham City has been described as the youngest city in United Kingdom and that is mainly because of the numbers of young population which represents almost half of the entire population of the city. In 2022, Birmingham has become the proud host of the Commonwealth Games of 2022 and as the even was to be of massive proportions, the City Council has created Gen22 project. This project’s main aim was to create a safe place for young people to come together and work in order to develop skills that would later one be used to obtain jobs, help with studies and scholarships. 
People were invited to apply to become volunteers for the project, from as early as October 2021 and in order to attain more participants, the project became supported by the West Midlands Police and Crime Commissioner that would offer financial support to any small organisations that were working with young people and were offering quality social action assignments and support for youth at risk of coming in close contact with the criminal justice system. Birmingham, (2022).  
Gen22 had a very healthy purpose to hand and that was to teach young people aged 16 – 24, new skills, social interaction, develop creative and digital skills; The project itself aimed to reach anyone that was a young carer, young parent, people that were lacking confidence, people with poor language skills and even the ones that had a criminal record. 
In order to have as many people as possible taking part, the organisers have invited anyone interested to organised consultations provided by senior volunteers in different locations such as schools, parks, and afterschool clubs. Moreover, for the ones that couldn’t reach specific set locations, the project had a dedicated information page on the Birmingham City Council’s website. Birmingham, (2022).  

Upon flicking through the website, I have found particularly peculiar the fact that a project planned at such a large scale, only had a page among the hundreds of articles posted. It’s imperative to mention that over 20,000 volunteering jobs were advertised. As I accessed the page, I have found no information about the project unless I knew the name already and searched for it myself. Living in an era so heavily influenced by technology, I would expect the producers of Gen22 to understand the importance of using the internet and the existing social media means in order to reach a targeted audience at a larger scale. If one would have heard of this project through word-of-mouth and could not remember the details to search on the internet and find the information right away, that would have been a lost opportunity for that person to take part. 
Furthermore, on the web page, people could receive more updates by subscribing to a newsletter and even a contact email address was available if answers written on the page were not satisfying. Birmingham, (2022).  
Upon a closer look and a minor calculation, I have discovered small failings of the Gen22 project producers – although they count a large following of more than 68,000 people, the interaction through posts and stories, was quite low. Out of the 1,900 posts on the account, only 30 posts were inviting people to become a volunteer and none of them were mentioning the Gen22 project nor its aim. Everyone was invited to apply on the website through a direct link but as Instagram was the first point of obtaining information, without accessing the web page, little to no information was provided. Ideally, the project should have its own dedicated social media page where interaction would be done actively in order to reach as many people, that might be interested, as possible. In this case, it was easy for the targeted audience to be lost due to the amalgam of posts that were related to different subjects of interest and not related to volunteers. 

[bookmark: _Toc123942954]Inviting Birmingham’s youth population to engage in volunteering practices

Each volunteer had to go through an interview and would later be informed if they have been successful or not; upon acceptance, each person would be completing 30 hours of volunteering activities spread across 3 months. These hours were spent doing different activities that were aiming to stimulate people to be more active, to care for their wellbeing and as well to develop skills used within the creative and digital sectors. The volunteers were all part of the games event and were a very important part of the thriving success the even had in Birmingham in 2022. Gen22 general direct has declared for Birmingham Mail that not only they were looking to help young people with no employable skills but as well people that were struggling with poor mental health, loneliness as a result of recent COVID-19 pandemic and even disabled young people. Moreover, for the volunteers travelling to Birmingham from the West Midlands surrounding boroughs, the organisers have made available coaches, Uber rides and even discounted train tickets. Birmingham Mail, (2022). 

[bookmark: _Toc123942955]Commonwealth Games of Birmingham 2022 and cultural diversity

Diversity can have different meanings and it can be related to economic status, educational status, health status and as well culture, language, race, ethnicity, age, gender, mobility, literacy, and personal interests. In order to successfully have a community engaging into a project, we must ensure that everyone is respectful and complement of people’s cultural traditions; obviously, this is not a straight-forward principle and it’s necessary to adopt an array of engagement strategies that would suit the purpose. ATSDR, (2011).
Although Commonwealth Games represent different people, different cultures and beliefs, the event was harshly criticized for not being multicultural and being out of touch with ethnic minorities. Ethnic cultures, Black and Asian young creatives have been ignored in the run of this massive event which left people disappointed and upset. An open letter has been sent to the organisers of the 2022 Commonwealth Games in which complaints were raised by the lack of diversity participating to the event. The letter challenged the officials who have organised the event and has been signed by 51 public figures from the city’s media, political, sports and arts sectors. I am Birmingham, (2022)
Furthermore, the Indian, Bangladeshi, and Pakistani communities have felt left out and not included in the funding distributions that were given in other communities in order to improve people’s lives through tackling different social issues and other challenges the Birmingham communities are facing. Arts Professional, (2022). 
Birmingham is a thriving city that is considered the home to many different cultures – it is disappointing that such a massive event is leaving out entire communities and giving the diverse note of the city, such communities should have been a priority. There should have been a heavy emphasis on the diversity of the organised projects, volunteering projects and community projects and ensure that everyone has a fair chance to take part, that there are solid examples of inclusivity, diversity, and creativity. 

[bookmark: _Toc123942956]Empowering Birmingham’s youth community through volunteering

“Two approaches are particularly useful when framing an evaluation of community engagement programs; both engage stakeholders. In one, the emphasis is on the importance of participation; in the other, it is on empowerment. Empowerment evaluation helps to equip program personnel with the necessary skills to conduct their own evaluation and ensure that the program runs effectively.” ATSDR, (2011, p.51).
Once trained, each volunteer is encouraged to work either in teams or on their own, they are taught how to take correct and useful decisions to help them complete projects and gain the necessary skills to aid their confidence levels. 
Gen22 volunteers have then after declared that they have enjoyed themselves and were very happy and grateful to take part in this programme. Some young participants saw this opportunity as a mean to gain confidence, break stigma, avoid loneliness, and develop communication skills. Brumhour, (2022). 
Young people can often find navigating life quite challenging and as everyone else in the world, people are learning and developing skills in different environments. Young people with no work skills are struggling to find jobs and or keep them; moreover, the people holding criminal records were even more encouraged to take part to the Gen22 project. 

[bookmark: _Toc123942957]
Conclusion

From this reflection, I am concluding that although the volunteering projects organised by Gen22 for people from Birmingham and surrounding boroughs, had the best intentions at heart, they seem to have failed in different areas such as supporting and encouraging cultural diversity, people of colour and other communities that found themselves at disadvantage. From the very beginning, Gen22 project has failed to communicate effectively with their targeted public; not having a dedicated website page can create communication gaps and limit project awareness. 
Furthermore, the project could have made a great use of social media means to connect with the public and reach more people that could use this opportunity to gain employable skills, to build self-confidence, to learn how to work in teams, to improve their health, wellbeing, and mental health, to meet new people and even to make friends and have a good time. 
Not having their own dedicated social media page may have been a reason for not getting in touch with all communities that would benefit from working for this project. Gen22 together with the 2022 Commonwealth Games of Birmingham have been harshly criticised for not being multicultural despite the fact that Birmingham itself is the home to an array of different cultures and languages. 
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