Services are Bad for People

You're either a citizen or a client

John McKnight

Human services need clients. They need cli-
eals to survive because without clients the United
Way or the government will no longer fund them.
Therefore, professional sociul service providers have
a vested interest in pecple needing them. I they
can't claim that there are many people out in the
neighborhoods who need their services, then their
funding dries up and the middle and upper middle
cluss service providers lose their jobs. Those of us
who have spent 4 considerable time in low income
ncighborhoods know that service providers tradi-
tionally manipuiate their data to make it look like
they are providing an invaluable service (¢ a com-
mumty where, they claiin, there are evermore people
in need.

Communilies, uniike human services. need citi-
zens.  Citizen is the name for the people in a
deinucranie suciety who have an equal share of the
tatal power of the society. However, a cilizen has
much more power than 4 vote. Voting is a very
individual act that entails giving power away to
someone who will hopefully represent you. The
definition of a powertul citizen can't end there
because really powerful citizens make power by
cuming together and take power by acling together.

In Demexcracyin America Alexis De Tocqueville
sind 1hat ours was the strongest democracy on the
planel. not because of our free voting system, but
because of the preponderance of active citizen nsso-
ciations that worked on selving problems coilec-
tively.

Service sysiems require clients and community
arganizations require citizens. That is why service
systems are olten untithetical to powerful commu-
miligs.

Systemns are hierarchal and not decocratic.
They harness people’s power 10 execute the plan of
acentral authority.

Cammuniy orpanizations are the vehicles that
harness the potential power ot the citizens to create
and cxecute their own plan, Citizens make power
bv conuny 1ogether and tuke power by acting to-
sether an ssues,

When cHizens get together and say, “Our orga-

nization can solve maay of the probiems that human
service systems contral, then there will be a con-
flict. TThe vested interests of the social service
system will attempl to thwart the efforts of the
communily organization to controi what huppensin
its neighborhood.

The professional/client model is a superior ver-
sus inferior, or dominant versus submissive rela-
tionship. While well-run services have their place,
they are never poing loempower neighborhoods. In
fact, when analyzing communities, you'll lind that
the more services there are in that neighborhood, the
less power that community has to control its future.

Service systems act on the premise that Lhe
professional has expertise and the client has the
problem. The problem solving power of the people
in the neighborhoods is unimportant. That profes-
sional idea is exactly the opposite of what commu-
nity organizing aitempts (o do. The organizer tells
the people that they have problem selving abilities

When analyzing communities, you'll find that the
more services there are in that neighborhood, the leys
power that community has to controf its future.

and 1hey can change their community.

Let me use the example of my caleitied big oo,
I'm certuinly happy thut there are professionals aut
there who kaow what 1a do 10 treut this problemn . and
luse une of them. But my personal power is dicectly
related to my use of professionals. 1 uy 1o depend
upon them as little as possible. Because it my hile
is heavily involved with the sociul wuorker, the
doctor, the psychiatrist, two things begin 1o happen
to me. One is that | enter inlo a world ol depen-
deace. The other i3 that my moncy is increasingly
consumed by these people, dimiimishing my ability
to muke finuncial chotces. [t becomu surrounded
by o torest of services, then Vve lost much ol my
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power to make decisions.
It's the same with a community. If it is sur-
1 rounded by a forest of scrvices, then it loses the
power 1o decide as a community. It should go
without saying that community organizers should
not act as arborists, teaching people how to grow a
forest of services around them. That is the approach
of the misinfermed community organizer. This

Alinsky realized that all the money that went into the
social service systems in a community competed directly
with the gryanizing process.

organizer rmistakenly rries to make more clicnus.
rather thun expanding the power of the citizen. The
power{ul conununity organization, converscly, seeks
political and economic control over the services in
iLs community.

A good test of the community’s control over
services can be accomplished by asking four ques-
tions. The first is, whoactually controls the service?
Does the community have the final say in the deci-
sion making process or is if just an oupost of a big
systemn where local opinion has no value?

Second, who does the service system hire?
Does it hirc professionals who take money or hu-
man resources out froma community, or does it put
moncy and jobs into the community?

Third, who does the service provider purchase
its resources from? Arethey buying locally oris the
money in the communiry being circulated out of its
domain?

And fourth, and least important, although this
question receives the most atiention, who is being
served? Answering these four questions will give 2
community arganization a pretty good idea whether
they have control over the service providers.

Saul Alinsky, in many ways the founder of
modem community organizing, hated anything re-
sembling social workers, ! remember when Sargent
Shriver was heading up the federal government's
anti-poverty program. We persuaded Saul 1o come
te a conference and debate Shriver about the merits
of the work of the anti-poverty program. Saul was
absolutely contemptuous of the social service fo-
cused anti-poverty program, assailing it as a subsni-
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tute for real problem soiving in poor nzighbos-
hoods. He finished his presentation at ihe debate by
telling Shriver, “Your goddamned program is po-
litical pormnography!™

Alinsky realized that all the money thal went
into the social service sysiems In a community
competed directly with the organizing process. The
more services and money for services in the com-
munity, the harder it is to organize and cmpawes
that community.

Today, on the front lines in the community, the
agenrs of the service system are mainly nen-profit
agencies and individual professional providers. The
povernment used to provide services directly, but
now 1t is the major tunder of services and not the
providers of services. However, the government is
not entirely oul of ihe service bhusiness.

Take public housing forcxample. Public hous-
ing tenants are clients, the receivers of services
provided by the housing autherities. No one would
say that theses tenants are empowered. The condi-
tions of public housing developments vhow the
effects of this dominant/submissive service rcla-
ionship. T'oday, however, there has been u push by
residents to become managers and providers in the
projects. Resident groups across the country are
irying to overthrow the service ideolopy creaied in
public housing and seplace it with the principles of
community organization.

The principles of communily arganization are
simple and straightforward: One, cveryone 1s a
citizen first, a client-consumer sccond. Two, 10
attain power people have Lo act collectively. They
must come Logether and say, “'We are the prircipal
problem solvers in this community.”

A pnod example of thix idea in aenan s the
present school reform measures in Chicago. For
years educators protecied centralized power in the
city’s school system. Communilies were cssen-
tially in a professional/elient relationship with edu-
cators, und became powerless to change the poor
conditions of the schooals. Inittally, reform effors
were focused on the top management ot the system.
So Chicago proceeded to po through S superinien-
dents, Only “the best and the brightest” educationsal
professionals were sought for the position. But
student test scores kept going down regardless of
which professional controlled the sysiem.

Communities tinally rcalized 1hey could ne
longer afford 1o e ¢lients ol the sysiems controlled
by profes<ional educsiors. They saw thal clunging



the professionals at the top, but leaving the system
of protessional contro! in place was not going to
Ive anyihing. What was really needed was genu-
ine 1eturm. That meant changing power relation-
sfrips by redelining who was i control. Therefore,
Chicagoneighborhood organizations worked strenu-
ously 1o get legistation passed that would retum
contro] af the schools ta the local communities,

As a result, the state legislature passed a law
dividing the schoot system into 468 school boards
clecied by local citizens. Now, the locally elected
bouard has the power to hire and fire the principai,
developcurriculum and budget the school’s money.
The intent of the neighborhoods to regain control
vvel the professional service system succeeded,
Neighborhood power has replaced the professional
dominance of the centralized management system.
It is clear from this example that the community
argamzations should never let the profexsionals
becorme domnant.

Elfective organizing also mobilizes peopie to
help each olher. Human services are a second rage
substitute or the community building process.
Services cannot get people together to form a day
care ¢ooperative or a neighborhood watch, This 13
the unique power of citizen nssociations, tackling
commumy-wide problems like crime and drugs, or
working 10 keep elderly residents in the neighbor-
hood.

Comtnunity organizations that have real power
hive un economic focus rather than a service focus.
[n our soctety, power equals organized people or
organized money. Effective community organiza-
tions, for the most part, use people power to affect
money power, The organizing question is, “How
can we have a local economy that offers real choice
aad the potential for a good living?"

Because power comes from choice, community
organizations should realize that if money in the
community goes to the United Way service sys-
tems, and not for community ¢empowerment or eco-
nomic development, then the community needs to
work hurd to regain comirol over the money the
service system siphons off.  Education, welfare,
sacial services, all this money needs 10 be redefined
and conurolled by local groups.

A tuir indtcator of an empowered commumity is
the amount af goods and income being generated by
the resadents. [n powerless communities, goods and
meome ale scarce. Insiend, government programs,
the United Way and privite foundations otfer ser-

vices, not straight income. In Chicago, forinstance,
25,000 public dollars comes into the city for every
low income family of four people. Bai this family
receives only 9,000 dollars in cash. The restof the
money is consumed by health and human service
professionals provided for low-income communi-
tics. ‘Thus, the low-income family is service rich
and money poor. This is, in effect, Yegisluted pov-
erty because adequate public income is appropri-
ated but is notavailabie for choice. Itisavailable [or
services onfy.

People will argue however that poor people
can't be trusted with cash. They will say the govern-
ment knows best how tospend pour people’s muney.,
This notion is what buill the social service empire
on the backs of America’s poor. As people have
more power they become more responsible, nat Lhe
vther way around. Responsibility grows with au-
thority. Community organizing leads neighbor-
hood residents 1o become responsible problem soiv-
ers in the neighborhood. When residents realize
thcy have the power to change things, they siart o
see how the community gives away its own power
in exchange for services.

Education, welfare, social services, all this money
needs to be redefined and controlied iy locdl groups.

Unfortunately, some of the biggzest community
busters within the neighborhoods have been some
of the churches. In these churches there is a heavy
emphasis on charity. Lt is manifested in church
members who hear a call to “serve” others. While
this is a natural part of the church experience, it
degenerates easily into the dopiigant-submissive
relationship so common in professional services.
These churches say they are involved in or sponsor
organizations tha! benefit the communuy. But the
church’s charity motive weakens the cupability of
building empowered community instilutions dedi-
cated to social change. Inthese churches the resulr
of the congregation’s concem is 10 ¢reate, lund or
become part of u professionul service network. [n
these churches the pastor responds to those wilh
probriems by scnding them to service ugencies, suy-
ing in etfect. the power is not in this church o solve
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your problem, the power lics elsewhere in profes-
sionals. These are the community busting churches,
those who assume the task of creating mors services
rather than building problem solving religious con-
gregations.

Effective pastors connect people to help each
other. They work to bring the knowledge and
capacities of the congregation together, However,
many maintiine churches are powerless today be-
csuse they actively give away the power of the
congregation to help cach other or its community.
Their pastor will refer a “problem kid™ to a profes-
- stonal youth counselor and will lead a drive (o get
more youlh counselting services into the commu-
nity. This action robs his church and his community
of potential power.
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An effective community is one where people
are committed 10 each orher and solve problems
together. An effective communily 1s moving away
from being filled with clicnis. A powerlul commu-
nity is the home of the citizen. and can harness the
power of citizens through the vehicle of community
organization.
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