Good Neighbor Agreement Report
Overview
As outlined at the January 3, 2005 Neighborhoods & Housing Committee meeting, the Human Rights & Human Services Department conducted multiple focus groups to identify community concerns related to the impact of human services on neighborhoods and reasonable expectations of human service providers given limited resources.  
Focus groups were held with stakeholder groups: human service providers, formal neighborhood councils, informal community groups and businesses.   For the purpose of the report a human service provider is defined as a nonprofit organization providing services to help individuals in need.  For-profit service providers, such as mental health therapists, were not included.
Effort was taken to solicit feedback from a cross section of individuals, but it should be noted that the results are not reflective of all community members and/or human service providers.  Please note that many “unknown” human service providers operate in the community.  They are typically small, informal groups or individuals providing services.  It is not possible at this time to include these groups in the report, as it is unknown who or how many exist currently in Tacoma.    

Additionally, this is an emotionally-charged topic for all parties.  Community members strongly feel that the impact of human services on neighborhoods is pronounced and that providers should conform to the neighborhood.  Human service providers strongly believe that they should be recognized as an equal neighbor in the community, not an outsider.  Effort has made to equally represent all sides and directly address the issue; however, the focus of the report is on viable solutions.      
Human service providers/community relations
In order to identify what, if any, action should be taken to mitigate the impact of human services on the community, the status of human service providers/community relations was examined from multiple perspectives.
Community Perspective

Community members raised concerns about the negative impact human service providers can have on a community and consider their relationships with human service providers as “poor.”  These concerns reinforced previous issues raised by various community groups, including the impact of a higher concentration of service providers in the Hilltop neighborhood and frustration about small, informal programs.  However, it is unclear how many of the same citizens who previously raised concerns were also present at the community focus groups.  Others stated that they do not have a relationship with providers because they are not aware of which programs operate in the neighborhood.
Human Service Providers Perspective

The majority of human service providers in the focus group views their current relationships with the community as “positive”, but agreed that this was the result of engaging in partnership-building with the surrounding community.  
Impacting Factors
Over the course of the focus groups, specific factors that lead to positive relationships between human service providers and the community were identified.  The results show that there are four major areas that most impact relations: awareness, involvement, partnership and accountability.  In most cases, the presence of the four factors generally lead to a positive relationship and absence of the factors lead to a negative relationship.  While distinct in nature, the factors are also highly interdependent.  One tends to support the others and vice versa.   A table outlining the four factors is also provided at the end of the report.   
Awareness

Awareness of both the program and community is necessary to facilitate positive relationships.  This includes awareness that all neighbors have an impact (positive and negative) on the community, including individual community members, human service providers, and businesses.  Being aware of the impact and taking steps to mitigate the negative impact is critical to strengthening relations.  

Community members feel that it is important to know which programs exist in the neighborhood, what services they provide and to whom, and how to contact the program if concerns arise.  Prior to opening a program, notifying the community of the purpose and intent of the program, as well as being open to feedback, appears to be a critical step to building a positive relationship.  Human service providers also feel that it is important to have an awareness of the community’s concerns.  The typical mechanism for raising awareness in the community is education of the program, including services and clientele.

Involvement

Mutual involvement by both service providers and the community allows for positive relationships to develop.  Examples of ways providers can be involved in the community include attendance at neighborhood meetings, talking with neighbors, having clients assist elderly neighbors, participating in the neighborhood block watch, and soliciting feedback from community members to help improve the program.  Community members can be involved by volunteering for the program, attending program meetings, and inviting providers to present information about services and clients at the neighborhood meetings.   
A key aspect of involvement is the ability for programs and community members to communicate with one another.  Establishing a line of communication that is positive and constructive enables the third factor, partnership, to develop.
Partnership

The approach used to develop and sustain a positive relationship plays a critical role in the health of that relationship.  The most successful approach described in the focus groups is partnership-based.  Common aspects of the partnership include partners viewing each other as a resource rather than an adversary, recognizing the goals of each partner, and having respect for one another.  The community-wide partnership model works toward a solution that equally promotes the interest of all involved; service providers, community members, and clients.  The partnership model also involves a shift in thinking from an “us” versus “them” mentality to a “we” mentality.  In a true partnership all partners are equal neighbors with a vested interest in the health of the community.  
Accountability

Accountability acts as the glue that binds the four factors together and is a critical component of the relationship.  Human service providers feel that being transparent to the community, responding to situations, and following through with what is promised all promote accountability.  Community members feel that setting expectations and providing feedback to program in a timely manner reinforce accountability.
A critical step for accountability is the establishment of a conflict resolution process that does not compromise the partnership.  All partners should hold themselves and the other partners accountable.  It should be noted that the presence of the three factors (awareness, involvement and partnership) appears to decrease the likelihood of conflict.
Suggestions to improve relations (from focus groups)
During the course of the focus groups, ways to improve relationships were identified by participants.  Below are the most frequent suggestions made during the focus groups (in no particular order).

· Identify existing programs (who, what, where, when, how to contact)
· Require community notification prior to opening

· Educate stakeholders

· License or register programs

· Identify community impact (prior to opening, in application to City)

· Formal agreements (such as GNA) that outline mutual roles and responsibilities for all parties (providers, community, businesses, etc.)
· Informal agreements between parties (more of a partnership model)
· Best practices model that outlines how programs should work with the community, announce services and educate community members

Feasibility of Good Neighbor Agreements
One option to improve relations is a Good Neighbor Agreement (GNA).  Information was gathered at two of the focus groups about the feasibility of a GNA.  The four main areas examined were the cost-benefit ratio, level of community support, level of support from human service providers, and limitations.


Cost-Benefit Analysis

Analysis of GNA models suggest that the cost to design and implement is moderate to high.  Since human service provider/community relations seem to vary by neighborhood, individualized agreements would be necessary.  This approach demands a significant amount of resources, mainly in staff time.  The cost incurred by community members, neighborhood groups and businesses is moderate.
The benefit of a GNA can be low to moderate depending on the current status of relations.  For neighborhoods where a positive relationship exists the benefit would be low.  The benefit would increase to moderate for the neighborhoods where relations are tense, but not likely address all community concerns.  Given the information above the benefits do not appear to justify the cost.

Community Support

The overall level of community support for a GNA is high.  Community members feel that a GNA clearly outlines expectations for the service providers and the community, and opens up communication lines between partners.  It was also noted that if the right steps are taken from the beginning a GNA may not be necessary.  One participant commented that a plan should be in place for working with the community, but not necessarily a formal GNA.   
Human Service Providers Support

The majority of providers in the focus group did not support a GNA program.  Providers voiced strong concerns about the impact on resources, balance of community and program needs, and perception that providers are automatically “bad” neighbors.  However, support for community-wide partnerships between service providers and community members based on the four primary factors outlined in the first section of the report is high.  
Limitations

The limitations and possible unintended consequences of a GNA program include inability to address all community concerns; establishing unrealistic expectations of human service providers; assumption that all providers are “bad” neighbors; inappropriate community interference in program operations; and, lack of support from programs.
Recommended Course of Action

1. Explore use of Tax & License Department’s non-profit registration requirement as primary mechanism for identifying human service providers.

2. Design a Community Partnership Program (CPP) that promotes a community-wide partnership model among service providers, businesses and the community, including:

a. Education materials on how to establish and sustain partnerships.

3. Hold focus group(s) with cross section of stakeholders to refine CPP.
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