Information sheet on setting up a community Book a Brain initiative


Do you want to set up a Book a Brain initiative in your community?

Background

The Book a Brain initiative operating out of the Maleny Branch Library emerged from an action research project funded by the former Caloundra City Council called Community Keys.  Amongst other matters Community Keys demonstrated the usefulness of community individuals or groups having access to local resource people who could assist them with the development of ideas or projects that would benefit the broader community. After the completion of the Community Keys project Maleny Branch Library agreed to sponsor this concept of community resource people as a library based initiative called Book a Brain (Maleny Book a Brain).

What is Book a Brain?

In essence the Book a Brain initiative is a volunteer community based initiative that aims to provide local individuals or groups with access to the knowledge of other knowledgeable and experienced voluntary community residents to assist them in the development of projects (activities, services or events) that will be of benefit to the wider local community. Projects could include: festivals (youth, art, writing), awareness raising (environment, caring, health), community care (group self-help, practical support), and sharing (community gardens, cooperatives).

The main components of the Book a Brain initiative are:

· A recognised and legal entity to sponsor the initiative that is willing to provide the organisation’s mandate and support for the initiative (in our case the Maleny Branch Library);

· An Advisory Group that is responsible for the management of the initiative including: the development of policy, promotion, recruitment of Brains, record keeping, database development etc (in our case this is a group of four volunteers including the Maleny Library’s Branch Coordinator), decision making regarding applications to book out a Brain and the ongoing monitoring of assistance;

· An identified and readily contactable Coordinator/s (in our case this is the staff of the Maleny Branch Library – in particular the Branch Coordinator Maleny Library);

· Volunteer Brains – local residents who have knowledge and expertise they are willing to share with other local people who want to develop activities, services or events but may not have the knowledge and/or confidence to do the planning for such an activity or may not have knowledge in a particular area (e.g. business planning, funding application, promotion). Brains are talking technical human books.

· Project Applicants – local residents who want to get access to knowledge and information but want it from a living local source (the Volunteer Brains).

How it works

As indicated above the Advisory Group, which meets monthly, is responsible for the overall management of the Book a Brain initiative. 

The Advisory Group in partnership with the Maleny Branch Library promote the initiative as a whole; the ongoing recruitment of Brains; and the availability of the Brains. Promotion is done through local: papers, notice boards, service groups etc (see attached examples of flyers and articles). The same material is used for consistency, but presented in different formats for different purposes.

Brains are people who indicate they are willing to be put in contact with individuals or groups (Project Applicants) who need some form of information or expert knowledge to enable them to plan and implement their community idea or project. They do not volunteer to do the actual project work – they are knowledge resources. The registered Brains are essentially human books. People who offer to become volunteer Brains are required to complete a Brain Offer of Expertise (see attached Brain information sheet and Offer of Expertise form). Their offer is reviewed by the Advisory Group and if it is decided that it is in scope the volunteer is entered into the database (see attached sample of the database). Information about Brains is kept confidential in line with provisions of the Privacy Act. They are then asked to complete a Conditions of Engagement (see attached form) that sets out the terms and conditions for the Brain’s involvement in the initiative including roles and safeguards and a short biography. Once the Conditions of Engagement is completed the Brain is ready for booking out by a Project Applicant. 

In the first instance the prospective Project Applicants contact the Book a Brain Coordinator/s at the Maleny Library (in person or phone) and indicate their interest in booking out a Brain. If the request is in scope, it is about a project that will benefit the local community, the Coordinator asks the Applicant to complete a Project Application form (see attached Applicant information sheet and Project Application form).  The Advisory Group considers the Project Application and if in scope the Coordinator will contact the most subject relevant Brain on the Brain register database and check to see if they are available to be booked out. Checking is usually done by email but phone if the Brain does not have email. If they are available to take on the role of assisting the Project Applicant the Brain will contact the Project Applicant and set up a meeting time and place to work out the detail of the knowledge required, how it can be provided, over what time frame etc. In other words at the time of the first meeting, which usually takes place in a public setting, the booked out Brain and the Project Applicant develop an informal work plan which they proceed to implement. 

Because the focus of the initiative is on knowledge transfer the information the Project Applicant requires can of course be transferred over the phone or via email. Brains usually will use all three mediums. Brains who are housebound (e.g. because of transport issues or infirmity) can still play a role in their community as knowledge and expertise resources. 

Brains are encouraged to keep the Coordinator and the Advisory Group updated on their work plan including when it is finished and/or if they have recommended to the Project Applicant that they might want to access other Brains who could assist with other aspects of their Project.

Once the Brain’s work with the Project is complete they are asked to submit a brief feedback form (see attached Feedback form).

End notes:

It does take some time to set up a Book a Brain initiative but if the attached forms etc are amended and used the process could be shortened. Recruitment of Brains and uptake of assistance by Project Applicants can also be slow. Keep in mind Book a Brain could be a new concept in your community and so it needs to be promoted and people need time to understand it.

In the Maleny Book a Brain a commitment has been made to the Brains by the Advisory Group that they will be provided with a quarterly update on the initiative. This is done, in the main, via email. An induction event was held with the first group of Brains registered as a meet and greet. A commitment has been made to have at least one face to face gathering of Brains per year to encourage ongoing participation and information exchange.

It needs to be kept in mind that Brains are human books and like any book, can “sit on the shelf” and not be booked out until there is a need. Brains need to know that they are valuable community resources that will be called upon when their community needs them.
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