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The survey in Work Package 1 seemed to me to throw up results that suggested (perhaps not surprisingly) that older people were active in their community to different degrees. Some seemed content simply to be in a community and had no particular interest in taking part in community activity. Some felt a sense of belonging to a place but still were not disposed to being particularly actively involved. Others liked actively to join in: they were keen to do things to help the community. For the sake of the continuity of b’s, I’ve called this bestowing. Keen to explore these three degrees of involvement in community activity I thought I would have a look at what the literature had to say about these degrees of involvement. 
 
My starting point was a book that had impressed me a lot when I first came across it in the early 1980s: Anthony Cohen’s (1982) Belonging. This was a closely observed set of ethnographic studies that described really well what it was like to be part of a community. I got an understanding of what it means to be part of a place: culture; attachment; locality; identity and the like.
 
My next stop was a paper in Nursing Research by Hagerty and Williams (1999): the Effects of Sense of Belonging, Social Support, Conflict, and Loneliness on Depression. Here, belonging was ‘reduced’ (my emotiveness) to an independent variable in a “partially ordered path model” of depression (the dependent variable). Belonging was measured with the Sense of Belonging Instrument, an “18-item self-report instrument scored on 4-point Likert- scale” the “coefficient alphas of which ranged from .91 to .93”. Using multiple stepwise regression and being careful to avoid problems of multicolinearity, belonging (together with similarly constructed variables for ‘loneliness’ and ‘interpersonal relationships’) accounted for 64% of the variation in depression amongst those surveyed. Was this really the same belonging that Anthony Cohen had described so beautifully? 
 
I’m quite open to the possibility that reducing belonging to an independent variable in a depression equation is unattractive to me entirely because of my predispositions towards the more ‘emotional’ view of belonging, but what do others think? 
 
In this context, Harbermas (1984) claims that natural science ‘systems’ knowledge tends to break down complex problems into a set of more simple ones for the purpose of analytical manipulation, and then reassemble them. With more complex social issues, it is the linkages between the disaggregated problems that are important as well as the problems themselves. Social science (and particularly qualitative) ‘deliberative’ thinking is better at addressing the linkages (Dryzek, 1987). Deliberative thinking also can accommodate more than one value system at a time, whereas ‘systems thinking’ assumes only one value system. Similarly, deliberative thinking can accommodate different viewpoints and also has advantages where the nature of the ‘problem’ is unclear (Fisher, 1993). Deliberative thinking can act only on articulated knowledge, however. It will have little contribution to make in the realm of tacit knowledge (Ostrom, 1990). Deliberative thinking is also good a capturing local knowledge, which is of interest to me in the Grey and Pleasant Land project.
 
One characteristic of deliberative thinking, however, is that it is often inconclusive and therefore might not be the best way of approaching policy decisions. What do others think? 
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In research that [name] and I have completed in rural Canada, we found that older adults differed not only in their civic engagement, but also in their connections to family and friends and access to services. Those you describe as having ”a sense of belonging to a place but still were not disposed to being particularly actively involved” might be considered as stoic seniors – older adults who have limited social and community engagement (they aren't joiners), who often make do with local goods and services or do without, who prefer practical and purposeful activities and are willing to help others nearby if they need help. In contrast, those you describe as people who “liked actively to join in: they were keen to do things to help the community” might be considered as community active seniors – older adults who are actively engaged in their communities in a wide range of formal and informal activities, who have broad social networks of friends and family, both near and far, and who have resources that allow them to be active such as energy, time skills and money.  Those you describe as “content simply to be in a community and had no particular interest in taking part in community activity” could be stoic or marginalized seniors – marginalized older adults are often economically vulnerable, have few close friends or family members nearby and whose passive nature and lack of resources predisposes them to isolation and social exclusion. Frail seniors (the fourth and final group we found) also relied on others to facilitate their social and community connections, but moreso because of the significant health problems that affect their daily living. Might these categories reflect the diversity in civic engagement that you are seeing in Work Package 1?
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[Name] – so can I clarify my understanding of yours and [name’s] work? You 'found' four groups of older people

(i) stoic seniors – older adults who have limited social and community engagement (they aren't joiners), who often make do with local goods and services or do without, who prefer practical and purposeful activities and are willing to help others nearby if they need help. 
(II) community active seniors – older adults who are actively engaged in their communities in a wide range of formal and informal activities, who have broad social networks of friends and family, both near and far, and who have resources that allow them to be active such as energy, time skills and money.  
(iii) stoic or marginalized seniors – marginalized older adults are often economically vulnerable, have few close friends or family members nearby and whose passive nature and lack of resources predisposes them to isolation and social exclusion. 
(iv) Frail seniors relied on others to facilitate their social and community connections, but moreso because of the significant health problems that affect their daily living. 
· How did you make those classifications? (Sorry I probably should know your work, or should look it up…..but I am at the keyboard and feeling lazy).
[Name] – I would want to qualify one of your statements. You say that “‘systems thinking’ assumes only one value system”. That may be true of 'hard systems' but not of the soft systems approach. The main feature of the soft systems approach (particularly Checkland's methodology) is to acknowledge there may be many world views (value systems) in a 'system'.
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