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Context for the current project

"We really have no idea how much we spend on participation; it tends to be cobbled together from different budgets at the end of the financial year - extract from an interview with LA Chief Executive"  (Andersson et al, 2007)

The policy context for the work has been developing over time, manifesting itself most recently in the White Paper, Communities in Control: Real People, Real Power (DCLG, 2008).  In April this year, a major practical policy associated with this agenda came into force, the Duty to Involve.  This duty aims to embed a culture of participation and empowerment throughout public authorities.  
"The statutory guidance makes clear that authorities must demonstrate a corporate approach to the duty ‘from strategic policies into individual service delivery’ (para. 2.27). So authorities should bring together service specific and local involvement activities within the form of a corporate strategy, which should feed directly into individual service planning and corporate planning processes. The authority should also take previous consultations into consideration." (Pitchford et al, 2009)
Measurement of success will be via the Comprehensive Area Assessment (CAA) performance framework.  This tool is being used to understand the extent to which Local Authorities and their partners have demonstrated that communities' needs and aspirations are central to their service delivery and the extent to which communities feel they are able to affect decisions.  Success will depend upon the implementation of engagement/empowerment practices within a clear strategic framework.  Therefore the development of a business case which clearly identifies the aims, practices, costs and benefits of related work will enable a co-ordinated, informed approach .
The growth in opportunities for the public to take part in policy making and service delivery has a number of origins and aspirations. Analysis of government documents reveals that in different contexts it has been seen as capable of:

· Improving the quality and legitimacy of public decision making

· Improving service responsiveness

· Enabling services to be designed and delivered by community organisations and/or 'local people'

· Removing or reducing the 'democratic deficit'

· Generating 'positive freedoms', civic virtues, mutuality and trust

· Achieving social order and social cohesion

· Building community capacity and empowerment

· Reducing social exclusion

· Improving health and reducing health inequalities

· Building individual skills and capacity  (Barnes et al, 2004)

A key aspect of our approach to this work is the need to consider at all times that there are, at any one time, a range of motivations for and understandings of empowerment activity within a locality.  The methods we describe below will take this into account and be central to our selection of materials to inform the work.

Methodology

Stage one:

Systematic Review of existing examples, toolkits and guidance

Stage two:

Developing a methodology and flexible template with examples of business case

Dept. for Communities and Local Government give the following in their glossary of terms:

"Community empowerment: The term refers to the development of strong, active and empowered communities, in which people are able to do things for themselves, define the problems they face, and tackle them in partnership with public bodies. Community empowerment involves three essential elements: active citizenship, strengthened communities and partnership in meeting public needs. Its practical process is community engagement." (DCLG,2009) 

What this means in practice will be different in different contexts. For example, in areas with highly diverse communities different methods are likely to be necessary to enable the engagement of BME communities, faith based groups and groups who identify by reference to their sexuality and who may not be comfortable taking part on a locality basis. The Empowerment White Paper also indicates that particular methods are likely to be necessary to engage young people and older people. We will draw on our own and others’ research and experience to suggest how the Business Case template would need to be applied to take account of different meanings and practices associated with empowerment in different contexts. 

The term 'business case' often goes hand in hand with the term 'cost benefit analysis'.  Whilst costs and benefits form the core of our suggested approach, the method we propose for identifying these will be tailored to address the complexities and subtleties of issues related to empowerment. For example, the level of input required to build community capacity to engage in partnerships will be different in areas characterised by high and low level of existing community organisation. Business case development will need to take account of such differences in assessing both costs and likely benefits.

Components of a business case (and examples of relevant questions/prompts)
1) Strategic context: 

· What do strategic plans and documents commit to in relation to community empowerment? 
· Which of your area’s selected National Indicators within your Local Area Agreement does
· Who are the key personnel within a Local Authority and partner organisations who have a remit for and take responsibility for the community empowerment agenda? 

· To what extent is there co-ordination of activity between various parties mentioned above?
2) Social/operational context

· What do we know about local demography and civil society? 

· What do we know about/what have we learned from previous initiatives?
3) Inputs
· What resources will be necessary to support empowerment practice and from where might they be provided (own and partner agencies)?
· Finance, staff time, volunteer time and training
· Can inputs to existing empowerment be identified and quantified?  
· Can clear criteria be presented for evaluation of resources and prioritisation?

4)     Processes & outputs:

· Can you identify examples of good practice?

· Can you assess the methods and approaches used and the rationale behind their selection?
· Can you identify existing initiatives that could be built on in the local area and provide a cost/benefit rationale for doing so?
5)    Benefits profile:

· What processes exist for evaluating benefits from empowerment practice?

· What evidence can be presented which demonstrates outcomes?
· What processes exist for capturing information on outcomes?

· Is the evidence 'fit for purpose'; what might have to done to ensure evidence is more robust?

6)   Risks

· What evidence exists to support identification of risks related to empowerment practice?

· What measures are in place / could be put in place to mitigate identified risks?

Bearing in mind that the template for a Business Case will incorporate findings from stage one providing ideas on toolkits and guidance, questions and prompts within components aim to initiate thoughts on:

· How empowerment activity within a locality is co-ordinated 
· What processes exist to support production of evidence of financial input to empowerment?

· What constitutes robust, achievable evidence?

· What measures might be used - what can be measured, how and by whom?

· Which National Indicators are relevant to building an evidence base, how are they to be assessed/measured? 

· How are the benefits of empowerment work documented / described.  When describing benefits – benefits for whom (organisations / staff / participants)?

· Does relevant information exist? 

-  how will sources of data be identified / collated?

· Where gaps in information are identified – what mechanisms will be used to address these?
· Where will responsibility for information management lie?

· In what format can information most usefully be presented?

· Can adequate resources be identified for above?

· Are there any training implications?

The template developed will be adaptable and easily customised to ensure relevance and applicability in a range of settings.  The template would encourage users to make informed use of evidence, selecting case study examples that most closely relate to local priorities.  Depth over breadth of information would be encouraged.
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