Conversations – an overview

1. What are ‘Conversations’?
Conversations are a process of having meaningful dialogues with children and young people
in Shankill, to find out their goals and aspirations for themselves, their family and their
community. The project is central to the work of the Shankill Children and Young People
Zone, which has a 20-year vision which sees every child in Greater Shankill realising their
potential and shaping their future. The journey towards this vision will involve Conversations
with every child and young person to hear the story of what they want for their lives, charting
a pathway to get there and providing sustained support around each child and young person
on their journey, for as long as it takes.
There is both a child-centred and community-wide focus within the process. CESI Innovation
Zones are a partner with the Shankill Zone and together we have designed a process to
have and record these Conversations and to train ‘Pathfinders’ to conduct them. CESI will
lead on analysing the data to produce a child-centred, bottom-up Outcomes Framework for
Shankill to inform service provision and community resources. The Greater Shankill Children

and Young People Zone has been adopted as one of QUB’s signature Social Charter
‘Innovation Zone’ projects.
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Figure 1: Logic model

2. What do Conversations involve?
A Conversation is a one-to-one dialogue between a Pathfinder and a child or young person
(CYP), who can be supported by their parent or guardian, and focus on learning about the
life of the children or young person, their aspirations and plans for the future (i.e., desired
outcomes); helping them chart a path to realise these aspirations; and connecting the CYP to
any support they may require to help them overcome challenges and barriers they may face
in trying to realise these aspirations. Importantly, these aspirations are not limited to
educational or employment outcomes, but are also focused on well-being, personal qualities,
a vision for local neighbourhoods, families, and services. A Pathfinder can be anyone
involved in working with young people in the community, such as a teacher, youth worker,
family worker. Conversations three phases, but these are not linear and are flexible to the
changing needs and situations of the children and young people involved:
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Figure 2: Conversation phases
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The Pathfinder’s role is to listen to and support the CYP to express their views, record these
views, and to help support CYP towards their desired outcomes. The Conversations are:
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Figure 3: Key principles to Conversations

3. What have we done so far?
The Conversations use a Community Based Participatory Research (CPBR) approach.
Community pathfinders have been trained by the Zone, with support from CESI – as of
November 2019 they have had around 60 of these Conversations. A Pathfinder Guide has
been created which is a detailed document to support training, the Conversation itself, data
management and ethical procedures. The process is iterative; feedback from Pathfinders
who have been having Conversations has been fed back into the Pathfinder guide.
As part of the CPBR approach, analysis workshops have been held with pathfinders and
members of the Zone to co-develop an approach to categorising and understanding data,
while keeping it as raw and close to the words of children and young people as possible.

4. The Pathfinder Guide
The Pathfinder Guide is an iterative document co-designed between CESI, the Zone and the
Pathfinders, which includes:
1) A background and context to the project, written for Community Pathfinders.
2) An explanation of the ‘art’ of having Conversations, including principles (see above).
3) A detailed process for setting up and having Conversations, recording and managing
data and returning it to the Zone.
4) Resource packs for each stage of the Conversation, with checklists, coversheets,
Conversation record sheets, and Pathfinder Feedback Forms.

5) An ethical protocol outlining key concepts of confidentiality, anonymity, consent, and
the responsibilities of each partner.
6) A toolkit of art and drawing exercises including a community mapping exercise, to act
as a springboard for Conversations and particularly to help engage younger children
or those with additional needs. This toolkit also evolves with Pathfinder feedback.

5. What’s next?
Conversations are ongoing and data is being entered in preparation for the next stage of
analysis, to develop the outcome framework. Our research questions for each step in the
logic model are:
1)

What outcomes do CYP want now and in the future for: themselves; their family
and their community? Through conversations with CYP conducted by Pathfinders.
This outcomes-focused approach is underpinned by children’s rights and CBPR
principles and theories.

2)

Are there patterns (pathways) in the outcomes CYP want? All outcomes coded from
conversations (over 350 outcomes to date from 60 conversations) until we have
reached a saturation point (estimated to be over 100 conversations). Factor analysis of
the coded outcomes will be used to develop an outcomes framework for the community
consisting of multiple outcome pathways.

3)

Are there programmes and supports in place for outcome pathways?
This will be addressed using two elements. The first is a community service mapping of
the Zone through an audit existing support in Shankill and identify resources, assets
and gaps linked to the identified outcomes framework. The second is developing
socially innovative responses - when we identify gaps in support we will work with
available evidence to design, implement and evaluate innovative new programmes.

We would love to connect with interested academics and policy makers as we
continue working towards developing our outcome framework.

Get in touch:
•
•
•
•

Innovation Zones Web Page: https://www.qub.ac.uk/research-centres/cesi/zones/
Twitter account: @CESIZones
For enquiries about Conversations, contact: Daryl Sweet d.sweet@qub.ac.uk
For general information about Innovation Zones, contact: Dr Liam O’Hare (Innovation
Zones Lead) l.ohare@qub.ac.uk

