Feeling able to influence local decision making 
This is a briefing note based on a Communities and Local Government (CLG) Report Sept 2008  - ‘Feeling able to influence local decision making; understanding, barriers, facilitators and strategies for increasing empowerment’.
The report is a direct response to National Indicator NI04 - ‘Percentage of people who feel they can influence decisions on their locality’
Background 
The report is based on research carried out by the National Centre for Social Research (NatCen) for CLG. The aim was to improve understanding of why people do or do not feel able to influence local decisions and to generate strategies that might increase this type of empowerment.

The research was conducted through focus groups with members of the public, with Local Strategic Partnerships, as well as an in depth analysis of the 2007 Citizenship Survey. The full report can be accessed on the CLG website: 

http://www.communities.gov.uk/publications/localgovernment/influencelocaldecsionmaking.
The purpose of this brief is to focus on:

1. Understanding of what is meant by a ‘local’ area
2. Decisions that participants thought were made locally

3. Barriers to influencing decisions

4. Publicising decisions and mechanisms for improvement
5. Discussion and implications – qualitative issues
6. Context, community cohesion and capacity building

Findings 
The research identifies key tasks for increasing people’s perceptions of their ability to have an influence, these are:

· To identify which people will want to be involved in what decisions

· To Inform those people about the decision and how to get involved

· To effectively reach out to those particular sectors of a given community with the decision making process

1. Understanding what is meant by a ‘local’ area

Participants understanding of the term ‘local area’ was varied and depended on  what was being discussed, for example crime is often seen as local in a ‘city’ sense whereas parking was viewed at a ‘street’ level. Urban and rural descriptions also affected people’s sense of what was local to them. Definitions of local included:
· Housing estate or development where they lived

· Neighbourhood (i.e. the street where they lived)

· Village (usually rural)

· Ward area (denoting specialised of knowledge or interest)

· The local authority area 

· City area 
2. Decisions that participants thought were made locally
Participants attributed all decisions affecting their area to the local public services, particularly the council, regardless of whether they were from central or local government. These decisions included:
· Allocation of monies to community based scheme (e.g. sports clubs, after schools clubs)

· Various ‘New Deal for Communities’ projects 

Amenities provision:

· Provision of post offices

· Swimming pools

· Libraries

· Sporting facilities

· Provision of youth facilities

· Facilities for children to play

· Public conveniences

· Cultural amenities (e.g. arts facilities such as theatres and cinema’s)

Council Tax:

· Council tax rate and level

· How the revenue generated by council tax is spent

Education:

· Resources available for children who have English as a second language

· School policies around some key issues (e.g. dress codes reflecting the cultural composition of an area

· Safety in local schools for children

· Decisions regarding which schools children and young people attend
· Decisions regarding which schools are closed and which remain open

· The level of discipline in schools varying between areas

· Provision of nursery places

· Provision of colleges

Environment:

· Refuse collection

· Street cleaning/dog fouling policy

· Recycling

· Maintaining parks

· Tackling noisy pollution

· Policies to reduce are pollution

· The process of designating ‘green’ areas

Flood defence:

· Ensuring that flood barriers are in place and are sufficient

Health and Social Care:
· Provision of care for the elderly (e.g. tackling isolation)

· Decision relating to GP surgeries (e.g. opening times, the out-of-hours services offered)

· Provision of dentists – particularly NHS dentists

· How an emergency case is defined and prioritised varies between local areas
Housing and Planning:

· Provision of housing
· Building and planning permission (both personal and town planning)

· Building improvements

Licensing of retailers:

· Licensing of shops and business

· Opening hours for local shops

· Licensing of shops to sell alcohol

Organising local events:

· Fairs and community parades 
· Cultural events

Policing/security/crime:

· Neighbourhood watch schemes

· Dealing with theft and burglary (e.g. car theft)

· Dealing with ‘yob’ behaviour, youth crime and anti-social behaviour

· Dealing with crimes of a sexual nature

· The number of officers on the streets and the routes on which they patrol

· The stop and search procedures used by the police

· CCTV camera  
· Transport related decisions:
· Parking space availability
· Traffic calming/reduction measures (e.g. provision of traffic lights, zebra crossings, etc

· Tackling illegal parking
· Number of buses on the street, bus times and frequency
· Road works.
3. Barriers to feeling able to influence local decision making

Essentially there are two types of barriers, tangible life circumstances and those driven by the attitudes of an individual.

3.1 Life circumstances
There were a number of factors that people identified, these included:
· Lack of time due to work/college/family commitments

· Lack of resources such as lack of transport and financial capacity to for example, take time away from work to take part in the decision making process

· A range of socio-economic factors inhibiting people such as belonging to a particular social or economic group was likely to mean that individuals were taken less seriously (particularly women, unemployed people and those belonging to ethnic minority groups

· Language being a potential barrier for those with English as a second language or those with low literacy levels

· Poor self esteem and a general lack of confidence

· Disability, and physical access to events and meetings

3.2 Attitudes
   The chief factor identified in terms of attitude was apathy, the underlying causes of which include:
· Previous negative experience  of a local authority which potentially undermines an individual’s 
faith in their willingness to listen and hence an individuals ability to have influence.

· General cynicism that decisions are made prior to and regardless of people’s involvement, usually by central government or big business leading to a sense that participating in decision making mechanisms would accomplish little

· Urban areas or areas seen to have a transient population
· An individualistic outlook on life where people do not take their ‘social responsibilities’ 
                  seriously.

Other factors that participants identified included:
· Fear of speaking out in a public arena
· Fear of repercussions by taking an unpopular view
· Feeling intimidated  by a well organised/vocal group
· Younger people feeling it is uncool to be seen to be participating
3.3 Local Government barriers 
Respondents identified a number of barriers (perceived and otherwise) that prevented them from being able to be involved in decision making, these included:
· Lack of information provision and inaccessible modes of information delivery – it was felt that local 
  people did not know which key local decisions were taking place in their area at any time and the  

  onus was on individuals to find out for themselves.

· People felt that they were not kept abreast of how their views were acted upon, and if they were 
   not acted upon, the reasons why this was the case. This was seen to significantly contribute to a 
   feeling that views were not heard, engendering apathy towards taking part in local decision making
· People did not know who to contact and what channels to pursue to get involved with  decisions 

· Inaccessibility of decision makers and the forums of influence:  Councillors were seen to be the main
form of access and were not as accessible as they should be (i.e. not attending key public meetings and fora, being difficult to contact by phone etc.
· Large scale public meetings limited the influence that people felt they might have
· The formality of council meetings discouraged a lot of people from attending and speaking up even though they are usually open to the public.

· Feeling intimidated by knowledgeable officials, obtuse language, technical terms and acronyms
· Predominant influence of certain ‘in groups’ with a particular agenda or axe to grind
· Feeling manipulated by officials through their control of the agenda items
· The potential for bias on a particular issue in order to direct to a particular outcome
· Location and timing of meetings was perceived to be at the council’s convenience and not designed to accommodate those with family/work /college commitments.

· Bias seemed to be on the council relying on residents to come and meet them rather than the other way round
· Lack of accountability and ownership by the council of local problems .A feeling that participants were ‘passed from pillar to post’ when making enquiries and particularly when making a complaint. 
· Councils failing to take responsibility, for example, sub contractors were often blamed as the reason why something didn’t work.

· Limited consultation of people, for example, road works can spring up overnight without any warning 
· Little time being allowed between information being given and a consultation deadline
· Public perception that councils pay ‘lip service’ to consultation, do not take it seriously and have already decided on the desired outcome anyway.

Social, cultural and community barriers 
Respondents suggested that some groups within the community would find it even more difficult to become involved in local decision making:

· Newly arrived migrants may not be familiar with a democratic process

· Cultural barriers may prevent, for example, women taking part in a decision making discussion

· BME groups may feel more vulnerable about expressing their views

· Transient populations were less inclined to become involved 

· Respondents felt there was a lack of neighbourliness and community cohesion within local areas

· Local communities often lacked the organisational capacity to act collectively to influence local  

        
        decisions. 

4. Publicising decisions and mechanisms for improvement
4.1 This section suggests ways to improve public involvement in decision making, both strategically and operationally. These include:

· Using the local media to advertise local meetings & other decision making events

· Using internet and email technologies to reach to local people (any existing on-line links)
· Displaying information prominently in community venues (e.g. surgeries,  libraries, shopping centres

· Distributing information at places where people are likely to be concerned and/or affected by an issue (e.g. at schools for educational issues)

· Presenting information in local languages wherever possible

· Using personal door-to-door visits to publicise key local decisions and how to take part in these

· Ensuring that any letters/information sent out bear the name of individuals to whom they are sent

· Using word of mouth as a personalised form of raising awareness about local issues and how to get involved in these

4.2 Improving the mechanisms 
· Giving enough time for people to process the information given out so that people can participate in an informed and meaningful way
· Providing free postage for any local surveys conducted 

· The use of small group discussions in place of large meetings or surveys to make it easier for people who may find surveys too anonymous or large meetings too intimidating to take part

· Providing a free phone number  which enables people to contact the local authority to voice their views about local issues

         4.3 Improving public meetings 
· Provide a meeting agenda to local people

· Provide accurate and unbiased information about the local issues to be discussed at the given meeting

· Allow enough time between the delivery of this information and the actual meeting to allow for time for reflection and give local people an opportunity to collect further information themselves.

· Ensuring that the time and day on which meetings fall accommodate those with work/college or family needs. This is likely to mean holding meetings on a number of occasions at different days and different times

· Assurances should be given for people’s safety when participating in meetings. For example, people need to know that they will be protected from being targeted by certain groups (e.g. young offenders) if they express unfavourable views in public

· Ensure that meetings are made less bureaucratic and more personal. For example, reducing the scale and providing a more relaxed atmosphere so that people are more able to feel they can contribute

· Using accessible language and terminology by minimising the use of jargon, acronyms and overly technical terms

· Ensuring that key decision makers are involved in meetings so that decisions can be auctioned

· Ensuring that minutes of key meetings are distributed to members  of the local community who could not attend a key meeting

· Ensuring that action points agreed at meetings are carried out

· Hold meetings at a very local community venue(e.g. libraries), rather then officious buildings such as Town Halls

· Hold meetings at venues where people who are most likely to be affected by an issue frequent (e.g. in elderly homes if the decision affects older people)

· Visiting and using already existing groups and forums to canvas views on the issue at hand (e.g. religious groups and mother and toddler groups)   
4.4  Improvements in accessibility, accountability and customer service attitude
This section focuses on the how the Council and Councillors can improve public involvement in 

the decision making process, such as:
· Councillors attending key local meetings to hear the views of local people
· Councillors being provided with sufficient administrative support to enable them to prioritise contacts (e.g. enables them to deal with urgent cases in their local area first)

· Decision makers in general, and councillors in particular, should go out to the community to where local people live, work and socialise in order to gauge what local issues are

· Council departments should not pass people from ’pillar to post’ when they are contacted about a complaint. There should be some mechanism in place to ensure that a person’s query or problem is routed to the right department and person effectively

· Good channels of communication are needed between local council departments to facilitate accountability and clarify ownership

· The Council should assume responsibility for and seek to resolve problems/issues/queries raised by local people rather then blame contractors

· The Council should offer a customer focused approach in all interactions. This should be characterised by a friendly and helpful approach

· Complaints should be acknowledged and processed quickly. There should also be systems in place to give feedback to local people regarding the progress and outcome of a complaint.

· It was also suggested that organising carnivals, cultural events, fairs, fetes and street parties might help to strengthen community cohesion and feelings of empowerment. 
4.5 LSP – Strategic improvements
The LSP has a crucial role in improvement , potentially in a number of ways:  

· Greater sharing of information between organisations/agencies to promote more joined up working
· Exploring ways in which local authorities can enthuse more people to vote in local elections
· Improving the customer care focus of local authorities by, for example, ensuring that local authority phones are answered by a person, as opposed to the use of an automated system
· Organising meetings so that they have parallel discussions within them, thereby enabling people to chose to be part of a discussion on an issue they are interested in
· Creating a variety of forums which enable local people to have an input into decision making, including post-code based forums, issue based forums and forums based on communities of interest  
· Giving information to residents about local services, so breaking down information about how well services are doing from a very local aspect, for example, how well their library or school is doing

· Using community development workers, based either in geographical areas or in communities of interest, as a way of understanding the issues that matter to specific communities and hard to reach groups.
5.  Discussion and implications
The report explores the qualitative nature of some of the issues raised: 

· The importance of building and maintaining public trust
· The need for clarity and transparency in communications about decisions

· How residents’ previous experience of contact with the council and partners impacts on how they feel about being able to influence decisions 
· The importance of allowing sufficient time for public consultation, failure to do this can create a perception of lip service being paid rather than full and considered engagement

· The need for a proactive customer approach, a cultural shift towards treating residents as customers at every level of front line interaction

· The importance of LSP members, particularly VCS members becoming involved in providing information at a local and community level.   
6. Context, community cohesion and capacity building

6.1 The importance of residents being able to act collectively to exert influence was widely recognised by all participants. This ability relies on 3 elements:

· Perceiving a shared agenda or sense of priority on particular issues within a community

· Feeling that other people will be likely to share a particular view on an important issue 

· Having the capacity or organisational ability to act on a collective basis
6.2 A lack of community cohesion was seen as a key barrier by participants for them feeling able to have an influence. This was felt to be due to:

· The transient nature of some communities

· Lack of investment in an area

· A ‘self-interested approach to life’

· Diversity of cultures and ethnicity making it harder to have a sense of a shared set of priorities 

6.3 Organisational capacity was also seen as an important issue – people did not always have the resources required to organise groups to act collectively as this takes self confidence, time and sometimes money and both the public & LSP saw a clear role for the local authority in helping communities to deliver these. 
6.4 Respondents identified bureaucratic processes, formal meetings and jargonistic language as alienating factors when dealing with public services.  Conversely LSP members described the difficulties involved in letting go or surrendering elements of control. Some elected members felt that by involving the public in decision making they were relinquishing authority and were being disenfranchised from their role.  

 This raises questions about the relative importance of representative versus participative democracy and the level of influence that the public should be able to assert on local decisions.

‘Letting go’ was described as being able to be comfortable with messiness and with arrangements that are more fluid and flexible than before.

6.5 Future improvement in enabling communities to influence local decisions is dependent upon:

· Building on and cementing achievements across the local authority

· Having shared agenda and clear language within and across local governments

· Collecting and building on a sound evidence base

· Allowing sufficient time for recent changes to bed in before considering  what other structural changes would be beneficial  
· Organisational leadership, knowledge management and effective information sharing

· The importance of empowerment to be adopted and better disseminated though out service provision

· An improved ‘customer service’ approach to achieve better practice in all types of interaction.
7. Conclusion
The challenge is to ensure that all potential decisions to be taken within an area are taken to the people in the most appropriate way and the results of those decisions are taken back to the people and clearly explained. The risk is, as always, that if people do not get the decision they want there is a perception that they have not been properly involved in that decision making process. The quality of the information provided, the trust that exists between the public and service deliverers and the transparency and honesty demonstrated through the decision making process will impact on how empowered people feel even if the decision made was not the one they wanted.
9

