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Reflective Report on Community Engagement in the "Engaging Fathers in Sheerness, Kent" Project

Introduction

Community engagement refers to the process of building relationships and collaboration between communities and organizations to address issues affecting the community (Brown and Isaacs, 2005). It is a powerful tool for bringing about social change and empowerment. As Petriwskyj et al. (2022, p.77) explain, “authentic community engagement is based on mutual understanding, shared purpose and power, with community members as equal partners”. Meaningful community engagement enables communities to have a voice in decisions that impact them and brings diverse perspectives together to find solutions.  

There are several reasons why community engagement is important. Firstly, it promotes social inclusion by providing opportunities for marginalized groups to participate in community life (Eversole, 2015). Engagement activities like community meetings and focus groups give “voice to those often unheard” (Eversole, 2015, p.33). Secondly, engagement enables services and programs to be tailored to community needs and assets, rather than a one-size-fits-all approach (Brown and Isaacs, 2005). Services designed and delivered collaboratively have greater relevance and sustainability. Thirdly, community engagement facilitates collective action and social change. By bringing different stakeholders together around a common purpose, collaborative efforts can achieve more than any one organization or sector alone (Petriwskyj et al., 2022).

In this reflective report, I will analyze the community engagement efforts in the recently completed social development project, "Engaging Fathers in Sheerness, Kent." Using the Gibbs model of reflection, I will examine my own experiences and reactions throughout the project and identify the lessons learned and areas for improvement.

Description 
The "Engaging Fathers in Sheerness, Kent" project aimed to address the challenges faced by fathers within the community. The project focused on developing support services that catered to the specific needs of fathers, providing them with access to resources, information, and guidance. The primary objectives were to improve father-child relationships, enhance parenting skills, promote active involvement in childcare, and strengthen the overall well-being of fathers in the community.

Target stakeholders for this project included fathers from various backgrounds, community organizations, local educational institutions, and relevant support service providers. The potential benefits of the project included healthier family dynamics, improved child development outcomes, and enhanced community cohesion. 

As the lead community engagement officer for this project, my role involved liaising with the target stakeholders to understand their perspectives, promote participation, and gather input to inform the project design and implementation. Specific activities included conducting focus groups with fathers, attending community action team meetings, and interviewing representatives from local schools and social service agencies. I worked closely with the project manager and other team members to analyze the findings from our engagement efforts and incorporate them into the project plan.

Feelings
During the initial stages of the project, I felt excited and motivated to contribute to a cause that has a direct impact on the community. I was eager to learn about the challenges faced by fathers in Sheerness and explore ways to address them. I felt a personal connection to the project goals, having grown up with an absent father myself. I was determined to ensure that the voices and experiences of fathers were adequately represented.
 
As the project progressed, I experienced a mixture of emotions, ranging from frustration when facing obstacles to satisfaction when witnessing positive outcomes for fathers and their families. Conducting interviews and focus groups with fathers surfaced many personal and sensitive topics which were emotionally heavy at times. I often left community meetings feeling tired yet fulfilled from the open sharing and relationship building.
 
There were many proud moments where our team’s community engagement efforts clearly informed a project decision or activity which benefited fathers and families. However, we also faced resistance from some stakeholders occasionally, leading to feelings of self-doubt about whether we could gain full community buy-in. Overall, it was a journey of insight, growth and fulfilment as I engaged deeply with the community throughout this meaningful project (Rolfe et. al., 2011).

Evaluation
The local community demonstrated notable commitment and enthusiasm in conducting community engagement activities throughout the duration of the project. Extensive research was conducted to understand the specific needs and challenges faced by fathers in Sheerness, allowing for a targeted and evidence-based approach. The community engaged in numerous initiatives such as surveys, focus groups, and interviews with fathers, community organizations, and service providers. These engagement efforts ensured that the project design was grounded in the realities and aspirations of the community, enhancing its relevance and effectiveness. 

The local community was most active in engaging fathers directly, seeking their input and perspectives from the early stages of the project. We conducted interviews and focus groups with over 100 fathers from diverse backgrounds to hear their stories first-hand. The fathers openly shared the struggles they faced, like parenting stress, work-family balance issues, and lack of support networks. Many expressed a strong desire to be more involved in their children's lives. These initial engagement activities provided rich insights that shaped the project's objectives and approach (Clawley & Goldman, 2004).

Regular workshops, support groups, and community events were then organized to encourage fathers to participate in developing solutions relevant to their needs. For instance, the parenting skills workshops were tailored based on the specific skills fathers had identified needing help with, like positive discipline and managing emotions. Around 70 fathers were actively involved in these collaborative project design activities. 

Collaboration with local schools, healthcare providers, and social service agencies also played a crucial role in gathering insights and developing comprehensive support services. We conducted in-depth interviews with the heads of 15 local organizations to understand the challenges fathers faced from their perspectives. These organizations also provided feedback on the proposed support solutions to improve their viability within the local context. 

Overall, the project placed fathers and local community organizations at the center of the engagement process, enabling collaborative development of the solutions. This participatory approach fostered a sense of ownership within the community.

Analysis 
The community engagement efforts in the "Engaging Fathers in Sheerness, Kent" project were commendable. The involvement of fathers from the inception of the project ensured that their voices were heard, and their needs were considered. The community's collaborative approach with local stakeholders, such as schools and service providers, enriched the project with diverse perspectives and resources.

However, there were some areas where community engagement could have been further strengthened. While the project actively sought the input of fathers through interviews and focus groups, there was a need to engage other family members, such as mothers and children, to gain a more comprehensive understanding of the challenges faced by fathers. Involving the entire family unit would have allowed for a more holistic analysis of the social dynamics and development of family-cantered solutions. For instance, we could have conducted focus groups with mothers to understand their perspectives on the father's role in childcare and household responsibilities.
Furthermore, there was limited representation of minority and marginalized groups within the project's target stakeholders. Most fathers who participated in the engagement activities were white and British. Ensuring diversity and inclusivity in community engagement is crucial to avoid excluding those who may face additional barriers and challenges. More effort could have been made to reach out to ethnic minority fathers, immigrant fathers, young/single fathers, and fathers with disabilities through collaboration with relevant community groups.   
Additionally, the participation of fathers dropped off during the implementation phase, with less input into the continuous improvement of the support services. Sustaining community participation requires ongoing facilitation and relationship building. Clear feedback loops should have been integrated to keep fathers engaged throughout the project lifecycle (Rolfe et. al., 2011).
Lessons Learned from the Project
The "Engaging Fathers in Sheerness, Kent" project provided valuable insights and lessons that will inform my community engagement practice in future initiatives. 

Firstly, it highlighted the importance of involving the target stakeholders right from the initial needs assessment and research phase of a project. Early involvement and continuous participation of fathers were key to the success of this project. Secondly, it emphasized the significance of tailoring support solutions to meet the specific needs voiced by the community members themselves. The parenting workshops designed collaboratively with fathers had higher satisfaction and participation levels compared to some of the standardized programs.  

Thirdly, the project underscored the importance of collaboration between community organizations and service providers to enrich project resources and sustain outcomes. However, more effort is required to formalize these partnerships through memoranda of understanding outlining resource and knowledge sharing mechanisms.

Fourthly, diversity and inclusion should be embedded into community engagement strategies from the outset through targeted outreach and anti-bias training. Ensuring participation across gender, ethnicity, ability, and other dimensions of diversity strengthens the project’s relevance to all community subgroups.

Finally, the project highlighted the need for clear feedback loops and facilitation mechanisms to sustain community participation throughout the project lifecycle, from design to evaluation stages. Ongoing participation contributes to local ownership and enhances credibility.

Post-Project Plan
Following the completion of the project, a post-project sustainability plan was developed to ensure the continuity of the positive outcomes achieved. One of the key components of this plan is the establishment of a Father's Support Advisory Committee comprising of 10-15 fathers who participated extensively in the project. This committee will meet quarterly to provide suggestions for improving the support services based on feedback received from the community. They will also advise on new engagement strategies to increase participation of diverse and marginalized father groups.

The plan also involves transitioning the management of the support services to a consortium of five local community organizations who have committed resources for integrated service delivery. Memoranda of understanding have been signed formalizing the roles and responsibilities of each organization. The consortium will also pursue further funding opportunities from government and private grants to expand the services. 

Ongoing monitoring and evaluation mechanisms have been instituted to track participation rates, service uptake, and satisfaction levels through surveys and quarterly community meetings. The findings will inform continuous quality improvement of the support services. A longitudinal study has also been commissioned with the local university to assess the long-term impacts on family well-being outcomes. 

To foster sustainability, the project incorporated extensive community capacity building in the form of training local fathers to serve as peer mentors, counsellors, and coaches. These trained community members will play a lead role in delivering the support services within their neighbourhoods. This transfers knowledge and skills to empower the local community.

Finally, the project's communication channels like social media groups and newsletters will be maintained to share progress updates, success stories, and promote upcoming events. Sustaining community participation requires ongoing dialogue and transparency.

Conclusion
The "Engaging Fathers in Sheerness, Kent" project provided valuable insights and lessons on community engagement that will strengthen my practice in enabling meaningful participation in social initiatives. Sustaining involvement throughout the project lifecycle, intentionally seeking diverse perspectives, embedding clear feedback channels, and capacity building emerged as key elements of effective community engagement.

While the project had several strengths in its participatory approach, there were also areas for improvement identified through the reflective process. Actively engaging marginalized groups, integrating families’ perspectives, and formalizing stakeholder partnerships are some strategies I will implement to enhance the depth of participation. 

This reflective analysis highlighted the fundamental role that community plays in contributing to successful and sustainable solutions. When community members help shape initiatives based on their lived experience, the resulting programs and services can transform lives and social conditions. My personal values of inclusion, collaboration and empathy will continue to guide me in creating participatory spaces for communities to be engaged as equal partners in social change. I am confident that the lessons from this project will enable me to continually grow as an ethical, culturally responsive facilitator of community engagement.
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