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1. Introduction and background
The CIEP Community Engagement and Neighbourhood Working programme runs over three years 2009-2012.  In the first year there was a series of learning programmes and events around community empowerment frameworks and tools including ABCD and LEAP.  The wider aim of the programme is develop a 'way of doing things' and philosophy of working in the sub-region that practitioners and communities buy-in to.  The goal is to achieve more effective engagement and empowerment practice, to improve outcomes for citizens, including increasing the percentage of people who feel they can influence local decisions (National Indicator 4).    
One strand of this work is to see if CIEP inputs are making a difference, therefore the CIEP is looking to embed evaluation through the programme.  There are two phases to evaluation: baselining current ways of working and gaps in engagement and empowerment practice; doing regular evaluations, and using this to both improve the programme and document progress.  The University of Manchester was commissioned to undertake the first phase of the evaluation – the baseline.  This report describes the findings from the baseline research.
1.1 Research questions and framework
The focus of the baseline research was on the capacity needed in local government and partners in order (hopefully) to deliver improved NI4 and other relevant data scores.  The ultimate aim of the programme is to improve how communities think and feel about empowerment.  Our work examined how local government was trying to achieve the ultimate aim – their ‘ways of doing things’.  It was based on the idea that better understanding of good practice in community work and community engagement by practitioners will lead to community level impacts.  Therefore we focused on the operation of effective engagement and empowerment practice in Cumbria.  The baseline captured the capacity of local government, other public sector, and third sector organisations, and the volunteers, councillors and officers within them, to develop community empowerment in Cumbria.  
For our framework, we looked at three aspects of organisations that need to be in place in order to take forward community empowerment: 
· Skills.  Self-reported skills gaps and perceptions of skills gaps;	
· Structures.  Description of current community empowerment structures and how they facilitate or hinder community empowerment;
· Systems and cultures.  Mapping of formal and informal systems for delivering community empowerment, cross-departmental working. Descriptions of organisational cultures.  Identification of system blockages.



1.2 Research methods
A summary of our research methods is shown in the table below:
	Framework:
	Skills
	Structures
	Systems

	What we were
looking at:
	
Self-reported skills gaps and perceptions of skills gaps
	
Description of the community empowerment structures and how they facilitate or hinder community empowerment
	
Mapping of formal and informal systems for delivering community empowerment, cross-departmental working.
Descriptions of organisational cultures.  
Identification of system blockages.


	Methods used:
	Feedback forms from ABCD events, and focus group
	Desk review, workshop and focus group 
	Workshop and focus group



To date, we have:
· Done a desk review of the assessment of baseline positions completed by five public sector partners in July 2008 for the CIEP, under the Community Empowerment & Neighbourhood Delivery Strategic Theme.
· Collated the event feedback forms from the first year events organised by the programme. 
· Held a focus group with 12 members of the Affinity group on 1st June 2009 which covered: levels and types of engagement and empowerment; drivers & causes of engagement and empowerment; defining good community engagement practice; learning from practice from elsewhere; skills gaps; operation of structures and systems; key challenges for future.
· Held a workshop with eight people, including officers and elected members, representing six different organisations or distinct parts of organisations, on 24th July 2009.  The workshop format included hands-on exercises documenting structures and systems, positive and negative practical examples of where community engagement had worked well and less well, and people’s frustrations and concerns for their own practice, that of other agencies, and for community behaviour. 

2. Findings from baseline research - skills
The first year programme consisted of a series of learning events for mixed groups of participants from around Cumbria.  The events covered a range of topics, including ABCD, LEAP, and community-led planning.  Therefore the focus in year one was skills development of individual practitioners, who would then take the skills and knowledge away and use it to develop their own practice and that of their organisations.
We collated 275 feedback forms from 14 events between January and end July 2009.  We do not have completed attendance figures for all events and therefore cannot give the final response rate to the forms, but response rates are generally high, at around 85%, based on 10 of the 14 events.  The table below shows a summary of the results.
	Summary of participant feedback on ABCD events 


	Learnt from event
	Nothing 
	1%

	
	A bit 
	18.5%

	
	Some
	59%

	
	A lot
	21%

	
	
	

	Level of knowledge overall after event
	None
	2%

	
	Some
	22%

	
	Reasonable
	69%

	
	Full
	6%

	
	
	

	Level of event 
	Too basic
	8.5%

	
	Just right
	88%

	
	Too advanced
	0%

	
	
	

	Recommend to a colleague
	Yes
	84%

	
	No 
	1.5%

	
	Don’t know/depends
	10%

	
	N/a or did not answer
	5%



There were large numbers of participants in the learning events, with 300+ participants between January and July 2009.  This is a very positive sign of the popularity of the programme.  Participants liked having cross-section of people from different organisations together. 
The table above shows that the events were generally well received, with the vast majority (84%) saying they would recommend the events to a colleague, and another 20% would recommend depending on whether it was suitable for a colleague.  
Feedback forms from the events show that participants were overwhelmingly positive about networking with other practitioners (including elected members and volunteers as well as officers and paid staff of public and third sector organisations) through the events, discussion of ideas, sharing experience, and learning from what was happening in other places.  The events were explicitly designed to enhance networking and sharing, alongside the structured learning and knowledge inputs.  It is clear that participants valued networking opportunities, and referred to these more frequently than the structured learning inputs.  Events were designed to be participatory and interactive as well as offering information inputs.  
However, overall, the first year programme was too ‘scattergun’ and undirected.  People were overwhelmed by the large number of events, and wanted the programme’s work to be more customised and targeted. 
Some felt that they had not had their questions answered, and that the sharing had instead generated a lot of negative experiences rather than solutions.  Other people described events as “having my brains picked rather than learning”.  This reflects the need for better balance between interaction and input in the events.  
The feedback also indicates other areas for improvement.  There was clear scope for the learning programme to be more stretching and challenging.  For example, although 59% learnt ‘some’, only 21% felt they had learnt ‘a lot’, and this figure could have been higher.  Although 88% felt the level of the events was ‘just right’ we might usually expect to see the ‘too basic’ and ‘too advanced’ comments spilt evenly (based on natural variation in the skill and knowledge levels of large groups), but no-one thought the courses were too advanced, and 8.5% felt they were too basic.  69% felt their knowledge levels were reasonable following the event, with another 6% feeling they were fully knowledgeable.  However, a crude cross-tabulation of the knowledge level with the amount that people felt they had learnt from the event strongly suggests that the forms were testing people’s prior knowledge levels, and that many people felt that their prior knowledge level was already reasonable.
Answers to open ended questions on the forms show that the key gaps in support offered by the first year programme identified by participants were: 
· practical application of ideas
· different engagement options, and ideas for concrete approaches and engagement tools
· technical knowledge, e.g. of legislation like Duty to Involve




3. Findings – structures and systems
It was not clear how far the first year programme explicitly or directly addressed how to improve structures and systems for engagement and empowerment.  The ‘scattergun’ focus on skills and learning for individual practitioners, councillors and volunteers did not easily translate to organisational development and changes in collective ‘ways of doing things’ through systems and structures.  The programme in its second year has now evolved to address these issues.
3.1 Cumbrian engagement and empowerment in a wider local and national context
Some of the ‘effective’ engagement and activity happens in opposition to or alongside the actions of the local authority and other public bodies.  While a thriving democracy needs effective opposition, and some decisions will always be controversial, these examples do suggest a lack of mainstreaming of engagement practice in Cumbria to make decision transparent and negotiate them effectively with residents.  Relevant and recent Cumbria examples of engagement in opposition to public sector action included: community protest over school and hospital closure threats; legal challenges over the introduction of higher charges for day care; and a successful lobbying campaign against threats from planners to architectural heritage in a Georgian town.  The hospital closure example was particularly telling, as there had been a community consultation process undertaken, which apparently inflamed community anger rather than pave the way for a debate about difficult choices.
There was concern amongst practitioners that empowerment and engagement would only be effective if communities had ‘social capital’, including informal networks with people with influence, or resources.  However, social capital to influence decisions is ‘naturally’ very unevenly spread, with more in middle class communities.  People worried that this inequitable distribution may be extremely difficult for local government to affect or alter.
Wider national politics e.g. MPs’ expenses revelations negatively affect Cumbrian engagement as they further increase a sense of disillusionment and disenfranchisement. 
3.2 Other gaps in systems and structures
The baseline research uncovered several very positive examples of good practice.  However, overall, the perception was that good practice arose when individuals happened to do good work, rather than there was a strategic approach that facilitated good practice.  People said that there was a high level of community engagement activity; the gap was not in terms of volume of work being done.  However, not all work was done equally well.  Much of this was grassroots-level activity and based on individuals. There was seen to be a lack of strategic co-ordination or a systematic approach to engagement.  There were low levels of awareness where strategies or systems were in place e.g. County’s Community Engagement Strategy. 
Beginning-to-end systems were ‘exceptions to the rule’.  There were some systems in place that followed through the process of engagement from beginning to end, including feeding back to citizens/customers, but these were seen as exceptions to the rule.  For example, the parish councils have a Highways hotline where issues are followed through and the results fed back to people. The PCT does updates every six months on their projects although this is dictated by Duty to Involve. The County Council have an issue resolution database. 
Some engagement mechanisms e.g. Neighbourhood Forums were seen or used as a way to discharge responsibility for engagement and a ‘tick box’ e.g. for funding applications. Much of the existing engagement was around particular issues or was around mechanisms which were not felt to have significant influence e.g. community plans.  Existing engagement systems could be extremely confusing for citizens and practitioners alike.
There was not a comprehensive set of structures that allows a ‘menu’ of engagement at different levels.  Mechanisms like forums were moderately good at engaging with people who were already engaged but that there was not necessarily much wider engagement or capacity-building.  Some systems mostly focused on people being members of community groups but did not reach the mass of individuals; others had good systems for individuals e.g. complaints, but little for groups and broader community building; other parts of the system over-relied on third sector intermediaries (larger groups) to broker between individuals and public services.
There was felt to be a lot of skilled workers and professionals and examples of good practice but that these were sporadic and not systematic, and that they were impeded by capacity issues.  These included tensions for staff being supported to work in communities, a lack of direction from managers e.g. being allowed / encouraged to be creative, but then told what “you’ve done isn’t right”.  Some staff were not given enough information about what is expected from them by managers.  Good quality engagement was being done by staff that do not have engagement in their job description, e.g. area maintenance teams, and this was not always recognised.  It was felt that people’s individual skills sets were sometimes limited but that time and resources were greater impediments. 
Service delivery bodies and agencies still had to undergo the cultural change demanded by a customer focus. There was some debate as to whether the provision of more community development workers and resources would resolve the issues or whether there was a fundamental need for better, more responsive systems and structures for them to feed engagement into across silos.  There were examples of silo working both horizontally and vertically, and instances of competition e.g. between agencies to claim the credit for successes where things went right, and poor communication.
Some frontline workers were getting round the problems of lack of responsiveness, and silo working, by creating ‘virtual teams’ on their own initiative.  There were lots of examples of ‘problem solving through persistence’ by individual officers because systems were not as responsive to users needs as they should be. 
There was an ongoing issue over lack of clarity of elected members’ roles.  Some councillors felt they should be more involved.  However, it was also the case that some officers were reluctant to invite elected members to participate because of the fear that including members would alter the nature of debate and discussion. 

4. Findings - community barriers
The original research questions and framework did not cover community barriers.  However, these emerged in the fieldwork as important barriers to more effective engagement and neighbourhood working.  Community barriers were part of the process of engagement.  For example, some consultation did not lead to action because of poor institutional responsiveness, and communities were not informed of this because the feedback loop back to communities was poor.  This led to raised expectations and disappointment in the community.  Practitioners then faced negativity and wariness and cynicism the next time they tried to generate engagement.
There was a lack of interest from residents in engaging e.g. in the upkeep of their area, taking ownership for dog mess etc.  The community were disempowered as residents felt ‘it’ was someone else’s job.  Community barriers included:
· Managing expectations 
· Residents’ views that ‘They’ should sort it out; lack of community ownership of issues
· Negative behaviours by some residents, and disempowerment, need for behaviour change
· Negativity, cynicism and wariness of residents
Practitioner wanted tools to address these barriers.  Many practitioners in public sector organisations were motivated by their desire to improve things for communities and their public service ethos.  Therefore their feeling that they “raise expectations and let [residents] down again and again” was a powerful de-motivating factor.


5. Summary of possible outcome measures for follow up evaluation
Based on the baseline study, there are some possible outcome measures that could be used in the follow-up evaluation to assess whether the CIEP Community Engagement and Neighbourhood Working programme has made a difference:
· NI 4 (and other relevant NIs e.g. 1,2, 3, 5, 6, 17, 22 23 etc) scores have improved in the specific areas where the programme has been more active, and across Cumbria as a whole.
· Individual practitioner skills in community engagement and empowerment, as well as formal and informal structures and systems have all been improved, e.g. there are examples of improved institutional responsiveness.
· Participants feel the programme has been challenging and supportive for their work.
· Participants feel the programme has directed support where it was most needed and could be best used.
· The programme has offered concrete and practical ideas as well as a solid framework and set of principles.
· Practitioners (including officers, volunteers and councillors) feel that engagement practice has become more mainstreamed across public sector bodies and other agencies in Cumbria.
· Practitioners feel that what they do locally can make a difference, despite what happens nationally.
· More disadvantaged communities have been given a ‘leg up’ to influence decisions in line with more affluent communities.
·  There is a wide recognition that there is a strategic approach to engagement.
· There is a comprehensive menu of engagement o[options.
· There are ‘beginning to end’ systems and structures in place.
· Practitioners are supported to do effective engagement, empowerment and neighbourhood working.
· All professionals doing engagement are recognised, even where they are not dedicated engagement officers.
· Structures and systems are put in place to overcome silo working.
· Institutions are more responsive.
· Elected members are fully involved.
· The community is empowered to take ownership and change behaviour.
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