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Policy Analysis and Advocacy Exercise: Stakeholders and Allies
Yeshiva University, Wurzweiler School of Social Work

Students are divided into 3 or 4 groups of 4 to 5 students and the following scenario is distributed:
The State plans to build a four lane highway that will allow through traffic to bypass your town. The plans call for the highway to run along the old Country Road on the west, separating a well-established community (Burnside) from the rest of the town. Burnside is a mix of two family homes and low-rise apartments buildings built in the 1950s. A footbridge will be constructed over the proposed highway so that Burnside residents can access the elementary school, stores and library on the other side of the highway.

Each group is then assigned the role of a population with an interest in the proposed town plan and asked to identify why its members are for or against the plan and which other stakeholders might be their allies.

Group 1: You are a group of friends who live in Burnside - retirees who meet on a regular basis to play cards. Some of you have trouble walking due to arthritis and fear you will be unable to use the footbridge to reach the stores. You oppose the plan.  Who are the other stakeholders and who might be your allies?

Group 2: You are members of the town’s Local Business Owners’ Association. Recently you have noticed a decline in business. This might be due to development of new shopping malls outside the town but you also believe that the heavy volume of traffic that clogs the downtown area has a negative impact on your sales. You support the plan. Who are the other stakeholders and who might be your allies? 

Group 3: You are parents with young children enrolled in the elementary school. At the PTA meeting you discuss the proposed highway. Some of you are uncertain how you feel about being separated from the school by a footbridge; however, other members are delighted that the highway will be built as it will take the place of a strip of abandoned warehouses which is currently the local hang-out spot for Burnside’s teenagers. Who are the stakeholders in this plan? Will the PTA support or oppose the plan?
Group 4: You are Town Council members and are meeting to discuss the State proposal. You imagine the residents of Burnside will be against it. The 87-year old mother of one of your members lives in Burnside and you want to hear her opinion. Most of you view the plan as a solution to the heavy traffic that comes through town on weekdays and expect to support the proposal,  but you want to decide whatever seems best for the town.  Who are the stakeholders in this plan? Who might oppose it? Who might be for the plan? How will you vote?

A fifth population can easily be added if the number of students in the class warrants a fifth group. This additional population might be adult children, living at a geographic distance and concerned for their aging parents.
Each group is unaware of the roles of the other groups. The groups are given 10-15 minutes to discuss their appointed roles, after which each group reports on the stakeholders it has identified, presents its position and the reasons that underpins it. 
The experience not only focuses on the range of stakeholders and competing claims but also underscores the fact that any social policy is rarely right or wrong. Instead, any policy is likely to result in both favorable and damaging outcomes for different stakeholder groups when implemented.
It is in the group reports and ensuing class discussion that aging issues are brought to the forefront without being seen as taking away from valuable class time for the core topic of social policy. The discussion leads to opportunities to talk about work and retirement, ageism, the impact of the environment on older adults’ mobility, the importance of engagement and continued socialization in old age, and elders as politically active. All these issues can be extracted from the exercise whether or not the instructor is a gerontologist. For the most part, it is generally the students, led by the information given in the defined roles, who raise the aging issues themselves. Note that the exercise also provides opportunities to discuss both child and adult issues and intergenerational concerns.

This exercise, which portrays older adults as activists, may be infused in generalist  policy or macro practice courses. The Advanced Gero Social Work Practice Guide (Curriculum Resource Examples) identifies this in-class exercise to support students’ attainment of the advanced gero practice behavior 


2.1.8—Engage in policy practice to advance social and economic well-being and to deliver effective social work services.
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