1998/99 National Community Psychology Conference:  Collective Action and Social Change


January 1999  


Manchester Metropolitan University





Introduction to the Conference


Carolyn Kagan, Deputy Head of Department of Psychology and Speech Pathology, Manchester Metropolitan University and Conference Chair.


Manchester Metropolitan University as a Base for Community Psychology


It seems appropriate to hold the National Community Psychology Conference, with the theme of Collective Action and Social Change in Manchester.  The city is the home of the Trades Union movement, the Co-operative movement and the Suffragette movement.  These three concerns, workers conditions and rights, people’s collective action for the common good in the face of rampaging capitalism and women’s rights are issues  that community psychology is still rightly concerned with at the end of the century.  We have included in the  conference programme some explorations of people’s collective action in Manchester’s historical past and more contemporary dilemmas facing Manchester as marginalised citizens join forces with private capital for urban regeneration.


We have also included in the programme ‘open space’ sessions, wherein all of us can explore whatever issues come to mind from the talks we hear with whosoever we choose.  We have not structured these sessions and leave it up to all of us to create however much structure we want (or not).


In the foyer is an Ideas tree.  In your pack are some ideas leaves.  We hope to grow the tree, which as you see has its roots in the context of community psychology in Britain - in its history, current activities and links with other types of work.  It is up to all participants to place ideas leaves on the tree as the conference progresses.  These ideas may have been stimulated by the talks, local trips, workshops, open space discussion, other ideas placed on the tree, or by daydreaming.  In the spirit of different kinds of participative and expressive ways of working within community psychology, we will, then, symbolically nurture and fertilise the growth of ideas linked to practice.


What kind of community psychology is practised at MMU?


Staff and students teaching and learning community psychology at MMU will talk about their experiences later on.  As well as teaching community psychology here, we have for a long time practised and supervised the practise of community psychology.  Our community psychology can perhaps, be characterised as social and organisational psychology, combined with social and community action and activism.  We do not separate research from practise, research from development, training from development, and nor do we distinguish between psychological work and other kinds of community action.


Focus of the Work


The focus of our work is:


1.  The inter-relationships between:


community ( organisational   ( interpersonal change and development


for example some work with working parents of disabled children explored the linkages between family dynamics, working practices and policies and community agencies and service.


2.  Free from specific professional identities


Our community  psychology team consists of people with backgrounds in social psychology, social work, counselling psychology, organisational psychology, and environmental psychology.


3.  Concern with disadvantage and vulnerability


Much of our work is with people on the margins of mainstream society.  For example, we have worked with severely disabled people, unemployed people, people living on peripheral, run down estates, homeless people, those from different ethnic minority communities, and those with long term mental health difficulties.


4.  Concern with abuse by social systems, institutions and organisations (including psychology)


We are involved in projects which reveal how human services and other social arrangements confine people in poverty and compound any difficulties they have.  We get involved in advocacy work and in investigations of abuse and poor professional practice (these have included investigations of the behaviour of police, clinical psychologists, residential carers, field health and social care workers, employers).


5.  Praxis (theory  ( practice)


We consider that theory and practice are inseparable and mutually determinant.  We try to work collaboratively with those with whom we work over theory and practise planning.


6.  Giving away psychology  - many publications for local consumption (professional and academic writing not always a priority).


Despite the pressures in Higher Education to publish in academic journals, our first priority is to disseminate information (via written or other forms) as close to those who are affected by the work as possible.  Thus we write local reports and publish some of these with permission in our own in-house series of publications. We give conference papers to those who can make use of the findings.  We compile responses to consultation papers on policy change and so on.  We also edit an International journal, Community, Work and Family, the aims of which reflect many of our ways of working.  In this journal we have a ‘voices’ section which enables those who would not normally get published to do so.


Perspectives And Key Themes


The themes running through our work include:


Person ( societal  ( historical context- combined with systems and ecological analyses


Feminist issues and analyses


A magpie approach to knowledge and techniques: multi-disciplinary and multi-professional 


Explorations of interpersonal, organisational and policy layers of issues


The creation of new settings in project and service development and change


Disability Research


Pluralistic research methods - emphasis on non-positivist and action and evaluation perspectives


Power


Explicit value positions


Subjectivity and intersubjectivity


Integration of research, teaching and practice


Scope within the Department


Over the years we have worked hard to develop a broad interest base amongst staff, and to take the lead in developing courses which facilitate explorations of community psychology at undergraduate and postgraduate levels.  We link closely with critical psychologists within the discourse unit and other teams of researchers within our research group (the Interpersonal and Organisational Development Group).  We have good links with colleagues from all continents.  Nevertheless, we now that sustaining this base is difficult and needs constant encouragement and vigilance.  Conservative pressures within both psychology and Higher Education make it continually difficult to maintain the kind of work we think is important.
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