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CARRY ON, CROCODILES: HEALTHY 
DISAGREEMENT CAN HELP CHANGE BROKEN 
SYSTEMS

Maff Potts, Camerados & Charlie Howard, The Owls Organisation 

Charlie Howard and Maff Potts both lead innovations that insist we think differently 
about how people and institutions relate to one another. Here, they are in 
conversation with Michael Little, the curator of The R Word.  

 

Maff: At the Association of Camerados
1
 we are thinking about the things that help people live a richer life, not 

necessarily things like a job or a home or a hostel. We believe it is friends and purpose that make a difference in 

this life. How do you create friends and purpose? Here is the newsflash: instead of asking people how you can 

help them, you ask them to help you. The technical term is ‘mutual aid’. To me it’s friends and purpose. 

Charlie: I work across a number of organisations, initiatives, and government departments illustrating what can 

happen if you build solutions with people instead of for them. We say we involve service users in service design, 

but too often that means consulting them on what we have already decided to do. I want to build things with 

people. That is what I have tried to do at MAC-UK
2
, Owls

3
 and in our testing of the Problem Solving Booths. And it 

is what I see, Maff, in your experiments with Public Living Rooms in Blackpool, Oxford, Sheffield, Camden, 

Brooklyn and so on. 

‘My kind of innovation forces me, forces people, forces the system to work in a new 

way.’ 

I suppose a difference between you and I is that I am working with ‘the system’. People come to work in public 

systems for the right reasons. People with mental health difficulties come to the NHS. It is a behemoth. You 

cannot ignore it, you cannot work outside of it. My kind of innovation forces me, forces people with mental health 

difficulties and forces the system to work in a new way. Failure for me is people saying ‘Charlie Howard did this’. I 

want them to say ‘the NHS did this’. 

Maff: I admire that. It’s brave to try and change a system like the NHS. I have tried it too. If I look back I see 22 

years of being mired in treacle working with people who are constrained into always finding a reason why 

something isn’t possible. Plus systems are always changing. So when you do manage to get something off the 

ground, when something looks like it will happen, it gets stymied. A new Minister or a new CEO comes in and 

reinstates the status quo. So there is a bit of me that wants to clean off the treacle, free up the arms and throw 

bombs. I now work outside of the system, doing things before saying to them ‘catch up or not, it’s up to you’. 

‘I now work outside of the system, doing things before saying to them “catch up or 

not, it’s up to you”.’ 

                                                      
1
 camerados.org 

2
 www.mac-uk.org 
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 www.owls.org.uk 
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So I don’t want to hurt systems. But I don’t like what systems do to innovation. Here in Camden we have just set 

up our fifth Public Living Room a space for people to live, a space that gives them half a chance to be a 

Camerado, a space to find friends and purpose. If it gets commissioned by a system it will become a Health and 

Well-Being Centre and instead of walking in off the street you will be referred via the Camden Gateway, which to 

many people is another name for a waiting room without an exit. 

Charlie: I have had my frustrations as well. Of course I have. But it doesn’t sound altogether right to me what 

you’re saying about the system damaging a model. Recently I was working with a major health Trust here in 

London testing out our Problem Solving Booths. These booths are a couple of chairs with a cardboard label 

saying ‘Helper’ over one and another topped with the ‘Helped’ label. People sit in the chairs and talk about their 

problems. In many respects it’s another form of mutual aid like the Camerados Living Room. Except this one was 

run by the health trust. I found it gave the trust permission to do things quickly and overnight. One of their targets 

was ‘community engagement’ and I said ‘wouldn’t this help you meet that target?’. And off they went.  

They adapted it. It was helping people in the community talk about their problems. But it was also helping the 

people in system recognise the stress they are under, and how this stress undermines their work. When I tried the 

model with the police recently I found it got them talking to young offenders in a different way, which got them to 

think about crime prevention in a different way. You never know which way this stuff is going to go. 

‘You’re not allowed to disagree with people anymore. Yet disagreement seems to me 

to be at the heart of great innovation.’ 

Maff: I like you saying ‘that doesn’t sound altogether right to me’. Why are we expected to agree with each other? 

We probably do agree on 90% of what needs to be done. But often when we meet we are like a couple of 

crocodiles snapping at each other. You’re not allowed to disagree with people anymore. Yet disagreement seems 

to me to be at the heart of great innovation. 

Charlie: It is a paradox that modern systems foster huge amounts of competitiveness between NGOs, in other 

words another form of ‘crocodile’ behaviour, but in that context it tends to stifle ideas and innovation. It doesn’t 

create any real space for co-production for example. If I had a magic wand I would reward co-production every 

time, even when it didn’t lead to anything systems would recognise as concrete. The best thing we did at MAC-UK 

was to design a football team that never happened. The design process was as good a response to mental ill-

health as the proposed innovation. 

‘If I had a magic wand I would reward co-production every time, even when it didn’t 

lead to anything systems would recognise as concrete.’ 

Maff: I have certainly learned a lot from you on co-production. I guess the thing that people tend to forget is the 

‘co’ in co-production. It’s not a matter of leaving it to the users. If we left the living rooms to local users we might 

end up with something that looks like a conventional community centre. We are looking to inject a ‘wow’ factor. 

And we are trying to hold a line about how members of society support each other: that the best way we can help 

someone is to ask them to help us.  

Charlie: Yes, I think that is the right way to think about co-production. We can think about ‘co’ in lots of ways. We 

have a duty to build ideas and solutions together, pooling our respective knowledge and expertise. I also think the 

‘co’ goes beyond community. It has to do with services too. What are your thoughts Michael? Is there any sense 

to this?  

Michael: I think the conversation captures a lot of the dilemmas we face in this work; harnessing the power of the 

system without being swallowed up by it; using the know how of people looking for help without being reduced to 

clichéd responses; being prepared to disagree strongly without that being taken personally.  
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‘You’re not intervening, you are changing a space so that people encounter each 

other in a different way, producing different results.’ 

I also see in this conversation themes that are likely to dominate innovation in the next decade. Mutual aid you 

have mentioned, that is what you are both working on. But I also see innovation without intervention. Neither Owls 

nor the Association of Camerados is intervening with their respective innovations. Instead you are changing the 

context in which people live with each other. You have to let that sentence marinade a little to let its radical 

potential infuse. You’re not intervening, you are changing a space so that people encounter each other in a 

different way, producing different results.  

I also see you opening up civil society. Neither of you think in terms of the ‘Third Sector’. You think much more 

broadly, bringing in family, friends, neighbours, and you think beyond that again to bring in strangers. Nearly 

everybody coming to a Problem Solving Booth or a Public Living Room starts off as a stranger to each other. To 

me this is another radical departure, a setting off point to completely change what we mean by public systems 

and the so-called Third Sector. So carry on, crocodiles. 

 

This essay is part of a series on transformation from the boldest voices in the sector. 

 

 

About the authors 

Dr Charlie Howard is a Clinical Psychologist, social entrepreneur, strategic advisor and 

keynote speaker. She has worked as a Clinical Psychologist in the NHS, private and 

community sectors for over 12 years. Charlie founded MAC-UK in 2008, was CEO until 

May 2014, and continues to be involved in an ambassadorial capacity. She is now 

director at the Owls Organisation, established to gather and test new ideas driven by 

people to find solutions to enable mental well-being. 

Maff Potts set up Camerados in 2015 to work with and support people who the existing 

system have failed. He has been instrumental in creating culture change in 

homelessness nationally: he ran the Government's programme to modernise homeless 

centres, writing the policy and committing £170m; and co-created a social enterprise 

competition with the Big Issue and PwC that launched 34 new social business in the 

homeless sector. Maff has also worked front line and ran the largest homeless services 

in the country for The Salvation Army as well as being CEO of award winning 

organisation People Can. 

 

 

http://www.thinknpc.org/publications/flipping-the-narrative/


TRANSFORMING THE CHARITY SECTOR  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

New Philanthropy Capital  
185 Park Street, London SE1 9BL 
020 7620 4850 
info@thinkNPC.org 
@NPCthinks 
  
Registered charity No 1091450  
A company limited by guarantee  
Registered in England and Wales No 4244715  
 
 

www.thinkNPC.org 

NPC is a charity think tank and consultancy. Over the past 15 years we have 

worked with charities, funders, philanthropists and others, supporting them to 

deliver the greatest possible impact for the causes and beneficiaries they exist 

to serve.  

NPC occupies a unique position at the nexus between charities and funders. 

We are driven by the values and mission of the charity sector, to which we 

bring the rigour, clarity and analysis needed to better achieve the outcomes we 

all seek. We also share the motivations and passion of funders, to which we 

bring our expertise, experience and track record of success.  

Increasing the impact of charities: NPC exists to make charities and social 

enterprises more successful in achieving their missions. Through rigorous 

analysis, practical advice and innovative thinking, we make charities’ money 

and energy go further, and help them to achieve the greatest impact.  

Increasing the impact of funders: NPC’s role is to make funders more 

successful too. We share the passion funders have for helping charities and 

changing people’s lives. We understand their motivations and their objectives, 

and we know that giving is more rewarding if it achieves the greatest impact it 

can.  

Strengthening the partnership between charities and funders: NPC’s 

mission is also to bring the two sides of the funding equation together, 

improving understanding and enhancing their combined impact. We can help 

funders and those they fund to connect and transform the way they work 

together to achieve their vision.   

 

 

mailto:info@thinkNPC.org
https://twitter.com/NPCthinks
http://www.thinknpc.org/

	Charlie and Maff Carry on, crocodiles
	Back page 2017

