
Introduction
In the 1980s public policy placed an
increasing emphasis on issues of
financial probity, economy,
organisational structure and efficiency.
Towards the end of the decade, this
was supplemented by the growing use
of performance indicators based on
inputs, throughputs and outputs. As
service and programme delivery
increasingly became a matter of
government-third party relationships, so
regulation became an increasingly
dominant mode of public intervention

(Rhodes, 1995; Scott and Meyer,
1993), managing performance without
managing organisations (Paton, 1998).
For many involved in public policy, this
trend produced an over-emphasis on
measurement based on quantitative,
top-down definitions of what counts and
how it is counted. It also meant that
financial and structural issues were
given a level of serious scrutiny rarely
afforded to more qualitative aspects of
process and governance. In these
circumstances, it is perhaps not
surprising that, despite the rhetoric,
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This article outlines a framework for auditing community participation
in public decision-making. In its various forms – involvement in
community groups, school governing committees, partnership boards,
neighbourhood forums, etc – it is one of the most widespread forms
of public volunteering. Yet rarely does it live up to expectation.
Thousands of people retreat back into their communities after bruising
experiences, disappointment and broken promises. Common
explanations for the failures of participation schemes are often over-
simplistic. Our intention was to delve deeper into the politics and the
mechanics of participation, and from there to construct a tool which
both communities and institutions could use effectively as part of an
ongoing assessment process.
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requirements for community
participation in the early days of City
Challenge and the Single
Regeneration Budget Challenge Fund
were not subject to the same levels of
scrutiny as requirements for adequate
financial and structural arrangements
(Clarke, 1995).

Research suggests that many
community participants have found
involvement in local authority decision-
making forums (Burns et al, 1994) and
in partnerships (Stewart and Taylor,
1995; Mawson et al, 1995; Hastings et
al, 1996; Anastacio et al, 2000) an
unsatisfactory experience so far. There
are a number of possible explanations
for this, which relate to major cultural
differences as well as to imbalances of
power and resources (Taylor,
forthcoming; Atkinson, 1999). Atkinson
demonstrates how the discourse of
partnership – in, for example, DETR
guidelines on community involvement
– remains top-down, reinforcing
existing structures of power. This is
also true of reporting and accounting
systems and their definition of what
counts. Evaluations of community
involvement in regeneration have
frequently commented on the extent to
which the requirements of structural,
procedural and financial accountability
dominate agendas and monopolise
attention and time. If equally rigorous
accounting was required for
community participation, might this
attract comparable attention in the
development of partnership
programmes?   

In this paper we consider the different

routes by which institutions, either
individually or within partnerships,
might be encouraged to give
community involvement the attention
and resources it needs if it is to be put
into practice effectively, and we look at
the place of audit within this. We then
report on recent research in which we
have developed a framework for
auditing community involvement. In
developing this framework, we took our
lead from critics of conventional audit
systems, who look to the development
of new systems of accountability based
in trust and dialogue rather than
counting heads. We sought, therefore,
to base the framework in community
definitions of what is effective
involvement and of what needs to be
in place, both within the community
and within partner institutions, if this is
to be achieved. The ideas contained in
this paper are based on a series of
group discussions carried out as part
of a wider project on participation in
regeneration partnerships, and on
findings from previous research
carried out by the authors in a number
of different settings.   

Taking community participation
seriously: carrots and sticks
Paton (1998, page 2) notes two
opposing tendencies when
governments attempt to manage
performance. The first attempts:  

to break up what are seen as stable
and restrictive institutional patterns in
order to provide scope for performance
improvement (variously promoted in
terms of entrepreneurialism,
innovation, process re-engineering,
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transformational change, etc.).
The second attempts:    

to institutionalise what are seen as
promising new arrangements (through
standards setting, audit and inspection,
performance comparisons, etc.), again
with the aim of stimulating improved
performance.

He goes on to identify a number of key
mechanisms for performance
management, some of which we
reproduce here:  

• Specifying governance arrangements  
• Giving voice and choice to users  
• Financial leverage  
• Commercial competition 
• Requiring regular monitoring reports  
• Identification and promotion of best

practice (evidence-based practice)  
• Promoting accredited standards  
• Creating and publishing performance

comparisons  
• Setting and inspecting standards  

The first part of the list might be seen
as attempts to break up existing
patterns; the second part as attempts to
institutionalise new arrangements. Thus
the requirement for community
involvement clearly relates to the first
two items on the list, with financial
leverage and competition acting as
mechanisms to encourage partnerships
towards this goal – although, in the
past, community involvement has not
been a major factor in deciding
between competitors. There is evidence
that this may change with the New Deal
for Communities.       

The guidance on community
involvement in regeneration produced
by government (Department of the
Environment, 1995; Department of the
Environment, Transport and the
Regions, 1997) may be seen as an
attempt to institutionalise best practice:
Paton’s second tendency. Atkinson
(1999) notes, however, that this
guidance emphasises the importance of
community participation as a route to
effectiveness, rather than seeing it as
an extension of democracy. He asks
whether the apparent commitment to
community participation is just another
instance of policy symbolism, or even
an example of the management of
expectations.       

There has so far been little attempt to
develop clear standards for community
participation, either on a voluntary or a
compulsory basis, let alone to
institutionalise these in any way. And
there is little evidence of sanctions
being used if these standards are not
met. Perhaps the nearest government
has come to this is the Northern Ireland
Office support for the development of a
set of indicators for community
development (Northern Ireland Office,
1996) and the subsequent government
support across the UK for training in the
use of these measures.  

There are arguments for and against
such standards. Many in the community
participation field argue that it would be
difficult to agree a set of standards
robust enough to implement and yet
with legitimacy across the sectors and
within communities themselves. Others
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argue that accountability requirements
and standards frequently have the
perverse effect of encouraging
organisations to find more creative
ways of circumventing them (Amman,
1995; Leat and Taylor, 1997) and/or that
they distort organisational objectives.
Our research suggests that public
authorities would be resistant to yet
another set of standards and auditing
requirements. However, it is also
possible to argue, following Paton, that
the development of standards can
introduce constructive tensions into the
planning and management of
partnerships: tensions that reflect the
diversity of stakeholders that need to be
satisfied, some of whose concerns have
not been given due weight in the past.
We feel it is important to identify the key
factors that contribute to successful
participation strategies in a way that
allows them to be assessed, but we do
not believe this can be done in a
mechanistic way. In particular, we feel
that, without great care, the use of
measurable indicators can be very
misleading indeed. Consequently this
paper attempts to establish a framework
by which standards can be identified
without recourse to crude indicators.

Audit as a tool for securing
participation 
Financial audit had its origins in the
need to protect the interests of non-
active shareholders. Mayo (1996)
defines auditing and accounting as a
process of ‘systematically compiling,
reporting and verifying information
about an organisation’s activities’. Emile
Woolf (1990) identifies the following

arguments in favour of audit:  
• the need to protect creditors  
• the added value of the auditor’s

presence in imposing a discipline on
the organisation’s affairs.  

• a spur to the performance of
necessary tasks.  

The requirement for financial audit
ensures both that certain procedures
are carried out and  that they are
externally monitored and verified
according to agreed procedures. Could
such a process help to ensure that
community participation is treated with
the same attention to detail and
accountability? Or would it simply
reduce the complexities of community
involvement to the immediate and the
measurable? For some, the application
of audit to community involvement and
participation would be seen as the
ultimate in culture clashes, bringing
assumptions associated with
bureaucracy, risk aversion, quantity,
instrumentality and external control into
processes where trust, values, quality,
flexibility and autonomy are seen as
essential. Power (1997) argues that the
assumptions behind financial audit are
rarely, if ever, brought under public
scrutiny. He argues that, although audit
is presented as a technical practice, it
carries much more power than this
description implies. He describes it as
an ‘idea’, which has become ‘central to
ways of talking about administrative
control’ and has much to do with
rationalising and reinforcing public
images of control. He is highly critical of
this idea, the extent to which it
constructs the contexts within which it
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operates, its self-referential nature and
the unquestioning support which it
enjoys, arguing that organisations
become colonised by the requirement
that essential processes are not just
undertaken, but undertaken in
auditable ways (Power, 1997).  

Audit is not, of course, applied only to
finance. Safety audits are familiar to
many organisations operating in the
community sphere, while many public
organisations are subject to internal
audit to monitor and verify
organisational decision-making and
implementation systems. Audit is also
a familiar concept in the medical field,
offering those providing care a
systematic framework to enable them
to assess and improve upon their
performance. Despite all the
reservations outlined above, audit has
also been adopted in recent years as
a tool to assess the achievement of
social and environmental objectives.
Thus Mayo (1996) argues that social
audit offers a way of ‘building
accountability and creating realistic
expectations’. For Mayo, the
advantages of audit are that it is:   

• comprehensive (over time, if not on
each occasion)

• regular (typically annually)  
• comparative  
• externally validated  
• requires disclosure

However, he also defines as a key
principle of audit that it should be
based on:  

• many perspectives, not one  
Mayo argues that audit should be
seen not as a ‘hair shirt’ but as an
opportunity to develop a more open,
responsive and learning organisation.
This perspective is reinforced by
Power, who develops his critique of
existing audit cultures into an
argument for accountability systems
that reposition audit as a local and
facilitative practice, rather than one
that is remote and disciplinary, so as
to enable rather than to inhibit public
dialogue. Such systems would, inter
alia:  

• respect local specificity
• encourage enquiry and learning 
• recognise the multiple perspectives

of different stakeholders 
• be horizontal rather than vertical  
• be qualitative rather than

quantitative 

In the remainder of this paper,
therefore, we seek to develop a broad
framework within which this facilitative
practice can take place.  

Developing indicators

Context
Day and Klein (1987) argue that
accountability requires a common
currency of expectations. A problem in
developing a framework for audit is to
determine what acceptable standards
of community participation are.
Baseline conceptions of participation
can be developed in a top-down
manner, founded on accepted (or
expert) wisdom, or bottom-up, based
on local organisational and community
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objectives. It would be difficult to argue
against the participation of communities
in defining standards for community
participation. However, even bottom-up
definitions can be hard to arrive at in
neighbourhoods where there are a
variety of different communities with
different interests and world views.
Similarly, there are decisions to be
made as to whether standards should
be founded on process or outcome
measures.   

A core framework of baseline criteria
would seem to be essential if the
evaluation and auditing of community
participation are not to be dictated by
the local balance of power between
partners and past traditions of
involvement. However, context is
important, and the need for local
specificity and dialogue requires space
for a variety of interpretations. In some
areas, the development of
organisational capacity and social
capital may be such that communities
can engage at a relatively high point in
a ladder of participation (Arnstein,
1971; Gaster and Taylor, 1993; Burns
et al, 1994), perhaps to the extent of
controlling projects or leading a
partnership. Elsewhere, this basic
groundwork has still to be done.    

There are also questions of
homogeneity and difference. Some
communities are relatively homogenous
and can establish a common basis for
participation with little difficulty. Others
are highly differentiated and will need
to develop mechanisms to mediate
between different interests and
perspectives. The availability of funding

can have the perverse effect of fanning
these differences in the community
(Jeffrey, 1997) through encouraging
competition. Definitions of effective
participation are themselves likely to
vary between groups in the community,
according to different cultural traditions
and levels of empowerment. For some,
it may be important that community
representatives are skilled and able to
hit the ground running; for others, it is
the ability of representatives to reflect
the views of their constituents that is
important. Thus, in one of the focus
groups in our research, strong views
were expressed about the need for
community representatives to speak
good English. Not surprisingly, these
were contested by other members of
the group, who felt that an
understanding of the needs of the
community that they came from was
more important. After all, few people
would make the parallel assumption
that representatives should all have A-
level maths so that they could
understand the financial implications of
their policy decisions. Indeed, another
group demonstrated graphically how
facility with the English language
reinforces the exclusion of minority
groups – an exclusion that is further
reinforced by the use of majority
decision-making. Any audit would need
as a priority to examine the ways in
which minority groups are enabled to
participate.  

In defining baseline criteria for
community participation, time is also a
factor. Should participation be
measured according to its impact at the
time, or in terms of its likely long-term
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impact? Some short-term participation
may be unsustainable. This is a critical
policy issue, since many participation
initiatives have spawned committees of
local people that fade into extinction
when the money dries up, when the
initial issues that brought people
together are resolved or, alternatively,
when they prove to be beyond
resolution. And how do we measure
sustainability? Through the survival of
particular organisations? Or through
measuring the capacity of communities
to revive organisations when the need
arises? Often long-term democracy
building is indirect and has no impact
on the democratic culture of a place in
the short term. Putnam’s idea that
vibrant local democracies are built
upon a vibrant civil society was
developed as a result of research
spanning centuries (Putnam, 1993).   

Finally, indicators need to be
interpreted in the wider context of local
political structures and opportunities,
and what these mean for where
decisions are actually made. Many
community representatives express
their dissatisfaction with rubber
stamping decisions that are made
elsewhere. Political parties, for
example, may have a major impact on
what is decided in a local authority, and
there are much stronger lines of
accountability (both informal and
formal) running from party to elected
representative than there are from the
electorate to their representatives.
Informal meetings and caucuses can
have a greater influence on events than
debates that take place in formal
decision-making areas. So unless

these too are part of the audit process,
important critical information will be
lost.

Appropriate measures
Much has been written about the
difficulty of measuring intangible
objectives and the variety of
interpretations that can be given to the
indicators that result. It is notoriously
difficult to evaluate organisational
cultures, yet we know that they have a
huge impact on how organisations work
and their capacity to relate across
boundaries. It is equally difficult to audit
levels of trust, morale, sustainability,
solidarity, charisma and so on. There
are innovative approaches under
development that can engage with
these concepts, but to date
performance audit has been resolutely
quantitative and conservative in
approach. It also tends to be relatively
static and of little use in determining
either the degree to which objectives
have been met or the potential for
achievement.     

A number of recent attempts have been
made to overcome these difficulties in
relation to community development and
participation, the most comprehensive
being the Northern Ireland Office
indicators already mentioned. A recent
paper from the New Economics
Foundation (Larsson et al, 1999) has
produced a wide-ranging assessment
of indicators used to measure trust. In
the 1980s and early 1990s the London
Borough of Islington was one of a
number of local authorities that
developed simple indicators to assess
participation in their neighbourhood
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forums. The problem with all these
indicators is that they tend to be very
rudimentary. It is possible to determine,
for example, how many members of
different ethnic minorities attend forum
meetings, but this does not say
anything about the quality of their
involvement, how accurately they
represent their community and so on.
Similarly, indicators of local trust and
local networks can be prompted by
questions such as ‘How often do you
have a meal with one of your
neighbours?’ – but although these
provide information about the level of
contact in a locality, they say little
about the community capacity or social
capital that this generates (Putnam,
1995).    

Indicators need to be sophisticated
enough to reflect the complexity of
values that underpin the activity they
seek to measure. Criticism of school
league tables, for example, has not
focused solely on the issue of uneven
playing fields. It has also questioned
what is being measured. Parents of
young children may be as concerned
about a school’s ability to develop
social skills as they are about
academic skills. A participation audit
would need to address the issues of
fundamental concern to communities.    

By their nature, indicators are an
indirect measure of any variable.
Because of this, the focus groups in
our research emphasised the
importance of approaching questions
of measurement from a variety of
different angles. Examples they gave
included the quality of the local police

service, which could be determined
against some objective criteria (crime
clear-up rate, presence on the streets)
or against public opinion. Alternatively,
it could be assessed by reference to
the degree of vigilante action,
incidences of non-cooperation with
police enquiries etc. Similarly, it might
be possible to tell more about the
vibrancy of community engagement by
the number of local corner shops than
by the number of people who vote.
Such indicators would also signal the
range of activities required to
encourage change. One could argue
that, in some circumstances, subsidies
for corner shops might be as important
as citizen’s juries or other participatory
tools developed within a local authority
community involvement strategy.
Another example of the difficulty of
using indicators is apparent in
exploring the link between social
capital and political participation. There
is little firm evidence in the UK to
suggest that the creation of an active
citizenry participating in governance
necessarily leads to increased
participation in the democratic
processes of representative
government (Putnam, 1993). Indeed,
areas that are thick with community
organisations and networks may also
have some of the lowest voter turnouts
in the UK. Some of the most important
indicators of participation may not
appear to have anything to do with
political participation. These examples
demonstrate the importance when
developing useful indicators of
understanding the complexity of factors
that contribute to community
participation.   
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Indicators must therefore cover the
inputs and processes needed to
encourage participation as well as
outputs such as who turns up at
meetings or who gets involved in
projects. For example, the number of
people attending evening classes in an
area may not appear to be a strong
indicator of community participation in
governance. But it may be the
foundation for future involvement in
governance  (Wales Council for
Voluntary Action, 1998). In a previous
paper (Burns and Taylor, 1998), we
gave the example of an organisation
(Bristol Care and Repair) that had
attempted to get people on to the
voluntary management group for
years. The availability of money to
support a small group of local women
to learn quilting allowed relationships
and trust to be built up, which
eventually led to these women
becoming involved in the management
of the project and in extending its
activities. These processes also need
to be understood as being cyclical in
nature. Although the number of people
attending a participatory forum is in the
first instance an output resulting from
community development, it then
becomes an input into an assessment
of the quality of democracy.

Our focus groups also raised the
possibility of negative indicators, which
would show that participation was not
happening. Overloaded agendas and
meetings unnecessarily closed to the
public were two examples given;
another was finding the same faces at
all the different participation forums.
More directly, it might be as important

to note that no young people or
members of the Chinese community
are present at a meeting as to note
that there are two people from a
minority ethnic community present.  

Measuring complexity
A further difficulty is raised by the very
nature of partnership. Different
partners have different responsibilities
and different governance structures. It
is difficult to establish a common
evaluative framework across
institutional boundaries when partners
are themselves accountable in different
ways for different kinds of function.
Housing associations, for example, are
monitored by the Housing Corporation
(Scottish Homes in Scotland and Tai
Cymru in Wales) and are run by
voluntary management committees.
Local authority housing committees, on
the other hand, are run by committees
of councillors, who often have a much
wider role and a range of competing
accountabilities. Local voluntary
organisations may be independently
constituted, or they may be branches
of regional and national organisations,
as well as having accountabilities
associated with services provided on
contract from government. A yet
further complication is the existence of
professional codes of practice and
accountabilities.  

The whole system we are referring to
could be described by the phrase ‘local
governance’.  Rhodes argues that: 

governance refers to self-organising
interorganisational networks
characterised by interdependence,
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resource exchange, rules of the game
and significant autonomy from the state
(Rhodes, 1997, page 15).

Rhodes is describing a complicated
system that is multi-dimensional. He
says that accountability can no longer be
specific to an institution but must fit the
policy and its network (Rhodes, 1997,
page 22). This has a significant bearing
on democracy, because it means that
any evaluation of participation will have
to be a multi-agency assessment that
crosses organisational boundaries and
explores the spaces between
organisations (networks etc) as much as
the organisations themselves. 

On a purely practical level, we can take
local governance to refer to the
fragmentation of the state such that local
service delivery, project development
and community planning takes place
within a wider arena. This arena will
include school governing bodies,
housing estate management boards,
quangos, partnerships and a whole
variety of other decision-making bodies.
Our focus, then, is on the constituent
bodies within this arena and the linkages
between them. Practical issues of
governance will also be influenced by
the changing relationship between
representative forms of democracy and
participative forms. The shift towards
cabinet governance, the growth of
decentralisation and local area
committees, community planning
initiatives, and the expansion of cross-
cutting thematic priorities within local
authorities are all important factors in a
broader set of changing relationships.

Bearing this in mind, it is important to be

clear that different questions need to be
asked of different parts of the system.
Local authorities, like other partnership
board members, need to be asked
questions about their own democratic
structure, as do local businesses,
voluntary organisations, the health
authority etc. The examination of
partnerships may be more focused on
issues of power and accountability.

An audit framework
The difficulties of capturing the
qualitative information we needed led us
to focus less on traditional indicators and
more on the questions that need to be
asked to determine whether a
participatory democratic system was
working. Thus, in our research we
explored a range of possible questions
that emerged both from the focus groups
and from our previous work on local
democracy. 

The design of the audit tools had to
address four key questions: 

1. What to measure?
2. How to measure it?
3. What the measures offer to those

engaged in partnerships?
4. Who should do the measuring?

We were looking for something that
would ask simple but meaningful
questions, that would be easy to use,
that would be useful and relevant to all
the stakeholders and that would have
credibility. 

What to measure
The audit tools are grouped under five
headings. The initial section is designed
to establish:
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1. The context within which participation
is being introduced.  
It is important to know where the
partnership is starting from, as well as
the extent of participation and the
barriers that exist.  

The next three sections (2-4) ask what
needs to be in place for community
participation to be effective. They are
based on three problem areas we
identified from our research and from the
literature, and aim to establish whether
the systems and processes in place are
adequate to ensure that the participation
can be achieved. Briefly, the evidence to
date on participation in regeneration
suggests that:

• the rules of the game have been set
from above

• the cultures and structures of public
sector partners are not compatible with
effective community involvement

• communities themselves do not have
the organisational capacity and
resources for effective involvement

Our questions therefore addressed: 

2. The participation strategies adopted
by partnerships and the rules of the
game
As indicated above, Rhodes highlights
the importance to governance of the
rules of the game. Other writers have
also suggested that participation can
be likened to a game (Clegg, 1989;
Taylor, 1999), where the rules of play
are dictated by the dominant partner,
where the playing field is unequal in
terms of skills and resources, where
access is restricted and where the

cards are stacked in favour of the
dominant partner. How participation
works depends upon power
relationships that structure how the
rules of play are determined. Any
audit must look right back to how
these rules are developed, and by
whom.

3. The structure, culture and
management of the partners’ own
organisations and the extent to which
these allow them to engage with and
respond to communities (the ‘capacity’
within partners)
It is important to explore how partners
work, because this has a direct impact
on the extent to which communities
can participate. For example, many
local authorities have developed area
committees, and in some early cases
(such as Haringey’s Tiverton and
Broadwater Farm), semi-permanent
bolt-on committees. But these were
not aligned to the formal decision-
making structure. Therefore the issues
they raised and the decisions they
took were quickly marginalised.
Similarly, if a neighbourhood
committee is to have a cross-service
scrutiny role over what happens in its
area, then it must have detailed
financial information. This means that
a local authority must be able to break
down budgeting details to
neighbourhood level. If there is no
delegated management control at a
neighbourhood level, it is almost
impossible to get a large centralised
department to change anything
(Burns, 1997). Another consideration
is the management and professional
incentives for involving communities. If
there is no pay-off for working in new
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ways, or if these conflict with existing
incentives and sanctions, then
community involvement is unlikely to
be a high priority.

4. The organisational capacity within
communities 
It is vital to assess the capacity of the
local neighbourhood to engage in
democratic participation. This requires
us to look at the capacity of local
communities as a whole and what is
becoming known as ‘social capital’. By
this we mean the extent of local
networks, the degree of trust, and the
extent to which people are participating
in community activities, irrespective of
whether they are participating in
decision-making arenas. The central
argument here is that strong
community representation has to be
built on the base of strong community
activity (Stewart and Taylor, 1995).
Where this is missing, it is possible to
have the most elaborate system of
neighbourhood democracy in the
world, but it will not be representative,
and it is likely to become moribund
very quickly.

These three areas form the core of the
audit tools. They are followed by a section
(5) on impact and outcomes. Participation
should lead somewhere – it is both a
means and an end.  

In each area, there are a small number of
questions that the audit needs to address.
Many more issues could be audited under
each heading, but we felt that it was
important to start with a process that was
manageable. The questions are therefore
meant to be a starting point only, drawing
attention to some of the key issues. The
tools that we developed will be piloted
and will need to be customised for local

use, drawing on the ideas and priorities of
local communities and other partners.  

How to measure it
For each of these questions, we designed
a ‘tool’ or ‘appraisal exercise’. Under each
question we give an explanation of why
the question is there, a key indicator that
it seeks to provide, and the exercise or
‘audit tool’ itself. We developed three
main types of audit tool: 

1. Baseline mapping exercises to
establish the context within which
participation is being introduced

2. Checklists of:
• activities or approaches that

contribute to effective community
involvement

• questions that need to be asked if
community involvement is to be
effective

3. Scales to help stakeholders think
through the quality and extent of the
participation activities they are putting
in place

Some require statements of fact, which
can be used to make assessments of
participation at different points in the
development of a partnership. But many
(especially the checklists and scales)
require subjective judgements, because
they are difficult to measure in any
objective way. These judgements may
vary between partners and communities.

An example of a checklist is given below.
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CHECKLIST

EXPLANATION

A strategy that invests in the creation of neighbourhood forums without building
social capital within the community may quickly discover that few people get
involved and those that do are not representative of their communities.
Research evidence suggests that participation across a wide range of
community activity is likely to strengthen participation in institutional decision-
making, increasing the number of representatives and ensuring their
accountability. 

There are many ways in which institutions can support community participation.
These range from bringing community representatives into organisational
decision-making processes, to local neighbourhood forums, to voluntary and
community sector funding strategies.

KEY INDICATOR

(a) a variety of different approaches to participation are being tried, and (b)
attention is paid to strengthening all forms of community development as an
indirect route to strengthening community participation.



Delegated powers to decision making
and consultative forums

Voluntary sector funding

Funding of community organisations

Community development

Support for informal mutual aid and
self-help activities

Support for community business

Provision of facilities and buildings

Capacity building and technical
assistance

Neighbourhood forums, area
committees, community councils

Funding the voluntary sector can help
to build vibrant local communities rich
with social capital. These are the
foundations of participation strategies.

Funding of tenants’ associations,
support to luncheon clubs etc. This
may be a double-edged sword, as
local authorities often use the threat
of withdrawing funding as a way of
keeping groups in line.

Tenant participation officers,
community development workers.
This would also include network
development work.

For example, funding LETS officers or
supporting good neighbour schemes.

This could include advice, subsidised
premises, access to professional
services, etc.

These could range from community
centres to football pitches or places
for education.

This might include skills training (e.g.
in committee skills), funding of
independent advice (on, for example,
stock transfer)
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EXERCISE

Using the checklist below, partnerships and partners should establish which
arenas of community participation their strategy addresses.



4. Does the community participation
strategy allow for a variety of ‘ways
in’?

A fourth kind of tool, which applies only
to outcomes, is a ‘decision trail’ to
track:

• how and whether selected items
raised by communities get onto the
decision-making agenda

• how these items are eventually
decided, and by whom

• how the decision was reported back
to the various partner organisations
and communities

• what happened to the decision en
route to implementation

• if and how it was implemented and
by whom

• how it was monitored

The decision trail would be used in two
ways. One could start with an item that
a local community puts on the
partnership agenda and track it through
the decision-making process to see
whether it gets implemented or
blocked. Using a decision trail would
be like putting dye in the system and
seeing where it flows through and
where it gets blocked.  Alternatively,
one could start with a decision that has
clearly come out of the partnership and
track back to where it came from. This
is equally important: partners must be
prepared to ditch cherished top-down
plans that local communities do not
see as a priority; also, communities as
well as partners must create the
agenda for partnership.  

What the measures offer
The tools are designed to: 
• identify the elements that make for

effective partnership with
communities – the issues that
agencies and communities in
partnerships need to think about

• identify the options available for
effective community participation

• identify where there is room for
improvement

• identify where there is already good
practice to build on

• offer external validation

They give participants in partnerships
some criteria with which to engage in
debate, but they can be customised to
the local situation. Their purpose is to
act as an aid to analysis, debate and
learning within the partnership. The
intention is that they should give
partnerships the tools to:

• develop a strategy
• assess their progress over time
• compare different experiences and

perceptions within the Partnership
• learn together about what works and

what doesn’t
• benchmark against other

partnerships

For example, those tools that require
subjective judgements provide an
opportunity to compare and contrast
the perceptions of different
stakeholders. Thus, asking ‘What is the
balance of power within the
partnership?’ would show whether
different stakeholders have different
views on this subject. It would also
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provide the basis for discussion about
the evidence on which these views are
based. The extent to which different
stakeholders make different judgements
may change over time, with more
agreement as and when power is shared
more widely. It would also be useful to
repeat the preliminary mapping exercises
later in the process to assess whether
participation in the partnership has had
any impact on community participation
more generally.

Who does the audit?
The exercises can be used as a self-
assessment tool. But we suggest that
they will be most effective if there is an
outside facilitator, especially if they are to
be used for external validation. The most
effective way of doing this would be
through peer audit, using teams of
experienced community representatives
and community professionals from other
regeneration areas. These teams would
be trained in the use of these tools,
perhaps with the support of researchers/
consultants with relevant experience.
Such teams could form a Community
Participation Audit Commission, which
would develop the tools further to ensure
that they promote good practice and
support those who are committed to
making participation work. Some
consideration would need to be given to
how to fund such teams, but if
regeneration funders are serious about
community participation, then an
investment in audit might be a good way of
ensuring that the rhetoric becomes reality.

Two key principles have underpinned the
whole of this work. Firstly, in order for
community participation to be taken
seriously, its assessment needs to be as

rigorous as other scrutiny processes.
Secondly, it is as important to assess the
capacity of institutions to deliver on
community participation as it is to assess
the capacity of communities. In
developing our framework, our intention
has been to get to the same level of
detail as financial or management audits,
to be usable and to avoid the pitfalls of
traditional audit processes. Whether we
have achieved this balance remains to
be seen. We have now secured funding
to road-test the framework in two
Regional Development Agency areas
alongside a tool for benchmarking
community participation developed by
COGS. The project will involve intensive
work with a range of local partnerships. It
will test both the usability of the tools and
whether they are asking the right
questions.    
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