Good practice example - Mixgården

(1) What was the activity about and when and where did it take place?

Instead of focusing on a single activity, this description will rather uplift the ongoing long-term aspirations of a local youth recreation centre, Mixgården. It is situated in Hammarkullen, a suburb in the north-eastern city district of Lärjedalen, an area characterised by high-rise buildings, high unemployment and benefit dependence rates, ethnic diversity, and a large proportion of young inhabitants.

Mixgården represents a youth recreation centre in the forefront of exploring new boundaries in regard to participatory and fluid forms of youth activities. While some youth recreation centres are blamed for being platforms for criminal gang recruitment, Mixgården illustrates an example where trained personnel, inclusive activities and organisation, long-term commitment along with positive role-models foster social relations and cohesion, increase youth confidence and trust, as well as engagement and creativity. 

The most recent activity initiated at Mixgården is built on furthering the notion of community building. Mixgården has over the past decade transitioned away from a traditional recreation centre towards a more integrated community outreach approach with already extensive relations with the wider local community. The so called 'community building' project is the next progression in this direction. It is based on the engagement of local youth at the centre and aims to bring Mixgården out onto the square of Hammarkullen. It focuses on dialogue and communication, the building of trustful social relations and strengthening of local networks. It consequently builds on the existing structures of organisation and is an attempt to further their reach and scope of activities.

This particular initiative will entail two professional social workers and two employed local adolescents with specific area awareness and substantial training. Together they will venture out into the local community in the evenings with the aim to increase their understanding of the needs and desires of the youth in the area that are not yet reached by the activities of Mixgården. Most members of Mixgården originate from one particular high-rise building on Bredfjällsgatan and the intention is to reach out to a wider audience. However, the target group is not defined beforehand since the purpose and destination of the initiative is not supposed to be predestined, but rather fluid, open and inclusive to the plurality of suggestions and ideas they encounter. 

The aim is hence not only to attract new members to Mixgården, but rather to find and draw attention to new possible initiatives and areas of importance, to new forms of fluid participation and organisation, and to stimulate creativity and innovation. This initiative thus connects the existing activities of Mixgården with more focused ventures reaching out when and where they might be needed. 

(2) Who made the initiative and how? What was the role of the young in initiating it?

All activities at Mixgården take their point of departure in the desire of the young to truly partake in the entire process from initiation to execution. The activities are hence carried out by the young themselves, but with support and guidance provided by the staff. The underlying approach and model of Mixgården, developed over the years, is to establish and nurture trustful and respectful relations at all levels. The intention is in turn to promote discussion, arouse self-reflection, and on the one hand influence the youth to become individuals capable of critical thinking while on the other hand encourage the staff to listen and adapt. According to Lina Renholm (12.12.2008), employed at Mixgården since 1998, this is achieved by an adaptive and responsive approach to the youth and their needs and desires. Although this approach is constantly evolving, it remains clear, consistent and transparent in communicating certain boundaries based on compassion, mutual respect and justified consequences when breaking the trust. 

At Mixgården there is a group somewhat ironically called the 'chosen ones' which consists of ten appointed young individuals. These individuals, chosen along an equal gender distribution, have an enhanced possibility to influence the decision making process at Mixgården. They are also given additional responsibilities, such as organising events, cater for and service the cafeteria, and welcome and include new members and guests. The role of these individuals is further to mediate the needs and desires of the young members of Mixgården. They are chosen on the basis of their ability of being representatives for Mixgården and its inclusive approach rather than through general voting which has the potential to become a popularity contest rather then a democratic practice. 

(3) In which way do you think this was real and perhaps innovative youth engagement/activity?

In the words of Lina Renholm, the elaborate work procedure and approach of Mixgården is the result of long-term commitment together with innovative strategies based on the foundation of continuity, stability, flexibility and genuine mutual relations. Positive change and promoting the positive potential of the youth requires long-term strategies, well-educated personnel, visions anchored in the local context, the exploration of new boundaries, the possibility of mutual dialogue, and the exchange of ideas and perspectives. Mixgården represents one such place where these conditions are elaborated with on a daily basis, where personal relations are constantly produced and re-produced, and where the adolescents of Hammarkullen acquire a sense of belonging and self-worth. Derived from these prerequisites true participation and real engagement is then materialised in the shape of an open atmosphere of initiatives and visions. 

(4) What was the role of other actors, like public officials, etc in this activity?

Mixgården is a deeply rooted municipal youth institution in Hammarkullen which over the years has developed a network of mutual relations with a wide range of community actors. These actors include parents, local organisations of all sorts, social workers, local schools, public and private landlords, neighbourhood churches, the neighbouring senior home, as well as with the police and social services. The 'community building' project aims to further enhance these relations in all possible directions and as Lina Renholm expressed herself, “we rarely say no to an invitation to exchange ideas and we wish to work with anyone who want to collaborate in any possible way” (12.12.2008).

(5) Contact information to explore the case further

▪ Mixgården youth recreation centre

Adress: Hammarkulletorget 63

Phone number: + 46 31 3652687

Email: mixgarden@larjedalen.goteborg.se
▪ Evaluation report on the community building approach of Mixgården
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