SJYW6011 Principles of Empowerment

Handout 1 Beck and Purcell (2010: 8) two ways of working with under age drinking

One way to look at the ‘problem’

A local worker has observed an increase in drinking by under-age girls in the area she is working in.  If she takes an individualist view she might come to the conclusion that these are poor lifestyle choices (risky behaviours?) are a result of lack of knowledge about the dangers of alcohol and develop a programme of information sessions to fill that knowledge gap.  This approach both puts the blame on the individual and does not challenge any of the existing systems, attitudes and practices in the wider world.  It also means that the expertise lies with the worker and not the group – they have not been given the tools to analyse their lives and effect change. 
Another way to look at the ‘problem’

If, on the other hand, she uses a structural analysis, she will pose questions about the causes of this social phenomenon, such as: how it relates to the economic structure of society, what the status of women is in this community and beyond, and whether there is any way that this behaviour serves the powerful and maintains the status quo.  All of this might lead her to see that the drinking is a symptom of other forces in society and she would perhaps work with the young women to reflect on these and take collective action to effect some change.  This is a more empowering approach as it allows the young women to analyse their lives and develop their own solutions, it raises the possibility of change in oppressive structures, and it embeds a learning process both in the individual and in the group, so that further challenges can be dealt with without having to rely on the support of a worker. 
Beck D, and Purcell R, Popular Education Practice for Youth and Community Development Work, Exeter: Learning Matters, 2010.

Questions for group reflection

1.
What is/ are the ‘problem(s)’ here?

2.
In your view which is the ‘right’ way of responding to this/ these problem(s)?

3. As a community worker if you were confronted with a similar problem(s) how would you respond in a way which sought to empower the people you were working with?

4. Can people really be empowered by another?  Spend some time in groups establishing a list of characteristics for a model of practice which is ‘empowering’.  

5. If you develop a model of practice where you lead people is this ‘empowering’?  How can you work in a developmental fashion without leading or disempowering people? 

