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Creating Change Agents One Haircut at a Time

By Carey Davis

evin Livingston
could easily be a sta-
tistic. A young black

male from a tough neighbor-
hood with few family supports,
he had learned what it meant to
be a “leader” from the streets.
“I thought this was the way to
lead,” he explained, describing
the life of crime and violence
that he assumed was expected of
him. “If you are not born with a
silver spoon in your mouth, you
get it where you can get it.” Liv-
ingston was one of four men to
share his experience at the pre-
miere of Gotta Make a Change:
the Barbershop Project, an in-
novative anti-violence initiative
offered through Neighborhood
United Against Drugs (NUAD).
The event was held Monday
evening at The Common Place,
58th and Chester.

At 26, Livingston is an em-
ployed family man who longs
to lead the kind of life that he
would want his own children
to emulate. He credits his trans-
formation to a special mentor
and a unique group, His men-
tor, Mike Bighum, is not a so-
cial worker or counselor, but
a barber, and the “group” is a
bunch of ordinary men, some
young, some older, who meet
twice a month over haircuts.

Bighum hired Livingston to
work in his shop, Philly’s Fin-
est Unisex Salon, 6122 Market
Street, where the group meets.
While he shapes the sideburns
of another group participant,
Livingston listens to others,
and interjects aspects of his
own story. Discussions are
formed around segments of a
video, “Choices I1,” which fea-
tures the life change of three
men who moved from “thug
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Pictured in the “Fillies Finest
Unisex Salon” barbershop at 6122
Market Street are Middle: Kevin
Livingston, right: Mike Bighum

mentality” to a more positive
way of living. The conversation
is surprisingly

1 honest and re-

vealing, often painful, but al-
ways met with empathy and
encouragement.

“I tell the men that I don't
know any more than they do,”
explains Joseph Purnell, Execu-
tive Director of NUAD and vi-
sionary for the program. “They
know that their thoughts and
opinions are just as valuable
as mine or anyone else’s.” The
hope is that in finding a sup-
portive forum to reflect, young
men will make more positive
choices in their lives and will
become “change agents” in
their communities.

At the end of the six week
program, participants are guid-
ed in envisioning and imple-
menting a simple project that
will have a positive impact on
others. Michael Rhoads, an-
other participant, described his
light bulb moment when he re-
alized that he could be a change
agent. “I got it!” he said. “T'm a

change agent when I encourage
someone else along!”

As their project, the initial
group has started a resource
center in the back room of
Philly’s Finest where men can
come for information on. jobs,
health programs, addiction
support groups, and the like.
Five men have already gotten
jobs as a result.

Purnell is working to gather
resources to continue the group
and to add a second group of
10 men at the shop. “Then we
would love to spread to other
barber shops.” Costs for the
program include haircuts for
participants, along with re-
freshments, Purnell hopes to
train men to serve as group fa-
cilitators and would like to pay
them for their time. To learn
more or to contribute to the
effort, contact him at 215-724-
7430 or email josepurne@aol.
com




