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Executive summary 
 
Introduction 
 
This report was commissioned by the Home Office to build the evidence base for Civil 
Renewal. Increasing community involvement is seen as key to this agenda which seeks to put 
active citizens at the heart of tackling social problems. This report is the product of a 
systematic review of research evidence on the effectiveness of community involvement in 
Area Based Initiatives (ABIs).  
 
Methodology 
 
The research questions and definitions were set out in the project protocol (Annex 1). The 
methodology of systematic review was adapted to enable reporting to take place within the 
funders’ timescales. This was informed by expertise on systematic review and was driven 
partly by the research topic and partly by the nature of the social science literature and the 
technology used to locate it.  
 
ABIs were understood as publicly funded initiatives targeted on areas of social or economic 
disadvantage, which aim to improve the quality of life of the residents through multi-faceted 
programmes. Three meanings of community involvement were distinguished: involvement by 
individuals or representatives of community or voluntary organisations in public policy design 
and implementation; participation in voluntary and community organisations, and informal 
involvement with family, friends and neighbours. Studies of involvement by any categories of 
people were included and so were ABIs in specific policy fields. The search terms, strategy 
and bibliography are set out in the Appendices. The final selection was based on a typology 
that helped focus on material of central interest to the review, as identified in the protocol. 
Thus 26 empirical studies and eight reviews were selected for inclusion.  
 
An overview of the literature 
 
Evaluating the impact of community involvement on the outcomes of ABIs is complex and 
creates many methodological difficulties. Many of the studies reviewed lacked specificity 
about their methodology and approach to determining ‘what works’. Some reports focussed 
on the negative and examined ‘what did not work’ in relation to community involvement. 
 
What the literature says 
 
What are the aims held for community involvement? 
 
Community involvement in public policy and ABIs in particular appears to have increased in 
recent years but studies detect more change in the promotion of policy on community 
involvement than in practice. Broadly the reasons advanced by government for promoting 
community involvement can be summarised as: 
 
• it aids social cohesion though its developmental or educational effect on individuals and 

hence on society, and it fosters social capital; 
• the planning and delivery of services is effective and decisions are accorded legitimacy 

since they reflect the interests of participants; and 
• it is a right of citizenship that is justified on the grounds of due process, irrespective of 

outcome.  
 
Most studies take involvement as a given, neither defining its meaning nor investigating what 
informants say it is for. Authors’ own views can be hard to distinguish from those of 
informants.  
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Local Contexts 
 
The importance of local contexts is a feature of many studies. Key features are: 
 
• previous history and patterns of community involvement; 
• the low levels of involvement that might be expected in ABI areas; 
• demographic structures (with young people likely to be less involved); 
• community organisations and their suitability as vehicles for participation; 
• controversial issues in the area, such as a threat to a service; 
• geographical aspects such as transport problems; and 
• national institutional and financial regimes.  
 
What techniques, methods and support? 
 
Studies vary in how far they set out what techniques and methods are used and in how far 
they evaluate their effectiveness. Techniques range from those for publicity and consultation 
to community control of assets, projects or services. Innovative methods such as drama may 
not be seen as legitimate. A wide range of support and resources are reported, including 
skilled and experienced staff, training and skills development for local residents and others, 
grants schemes for community and voluntary organisations, technical and research support, 
and research and development funding for new initiatives. Flexibility and variety are 
recommended.  
 
The role and effect of community representatives 
 
The role of community and voluntary groups varies, with mixed evidence showing both little 
involvement in direct management of projects and extensions of direct management into new 
initiatives. Intermediate bodies can do much to stimulate community involvement and provide 
practical help to community groups.  
 
The difficulty of the role of community representatives on ABI groups is acknowledged. 
Expectations about the role can be high and a variety of measures to resolve the difficulties of 
representation can create their own problems. Authors endorse the view that structures alone 
cannot engender involvement and that a variety of channels and activities is required. Few 
authors provide a systematic discussion of how far community involvement met the aims of 
the ABI.  
 
The Involvement of particular groups 
 
The literature recognises the diversity of most ‘communities’ and some reports focus on 
difficulties and achievements in reflecting this diversity in the work of ABIs. Particular groups 
said to be excluded include working class people, members of black and ethnic minority 
groups, disabled people, young people, women and homeless people.  
 
A recurring issue is whether to integrate or separate particular groups such as those defined 
by youth, race and gender in ABI processes and strategies. Universal strategies address 
these issues as part of a wider programme, but questions are raised about the prominence 
achieved by particular groups in this approach. Alternatively, specific policies can lead to 
other problems. Several authors agree that ABIs should adopt a mix of universal and targeted 
initiatives.  
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Impact 
 
The impact of community involvement is frequently discussed but few authors provide a 
systematic discussion of how far it met the aims of the ABI or the aims set for it by actors or 
authors. 
 
There is mixed evidence about whether community involvement has a positive or negative 
effect on social cohesion. Some authors report that the outcome can be frustration and 
alienation. However, although there is no definitive evidence about relative weights, most 
authors appear to agree that positive impacts on social cohesion outweigh negative and 
include: 
 
• co-operation, communication and contact between participants and others, which fosters 

trust and further communication in future; 
• ownership of the outcome of involvement and subsequent developments;  
• a greater sense of identification with the local area; 
• greater mutual tolerance of the constraints faced by the others involved; and 
• a sense of partnership and some changed working practices. 
 
Many authors report that community involvement has had a positive impact on public policy 
and service delivery. Although some practical difficulties are found these are insufficient to 
overturn the generally positive findings that impacts include: 
 
• policy and service effectiveness and realism; 
• inclusion of new issues on agenda;  
• direct employment and training; and 
• enhanced visibility of the area and its needs. 
 
Evidence that the due process of community involvement can generate a sense of inclusion, 
self-respect and self-esteem comes from several studies although few authors make explicit 
this aspect. A sense of empowerment, a levelling of power between community 
representatives and other stakeholders, and a sense of inclusion were all reported. 
 
What works? Lessons and good practice guidance  
 
Processes, structures and methods for involvement 
 
Many authors conclude that ABIs could have planned better for involvement in relation to 
approach, structures, roles, processes, methods and resources. Ideally, policy is developed 
with community input and should build on existing community activity. Flexibility is needed to 
allow change and development.  
 
Partnerships have things to learn about methods and the conduct of meetings. The 
effectiveness of involvement appears to vary by policy area. Officials are criticised for being 
inadequately committed to community involvement and for not understanding community 
development and the importance of respecting different contributions and backgrounds.  
 
Attitudes and expectations 
 
The expectations held of community representatives by fellow citizens and by officials can be 
higher than apply to the other partners. The motivation for involvement for local people is 
likely to be policy, service or other tangible changes rather than personal development, 
though that may be the outcome.  
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The nature of ‘community’ 
 
The need to acknowledge the diversity of communities is one of the key lessons. Local 
residents who are not involved may have little idea of the ABI or of the involvement of local 
peers. There is disquiet at the longevity of some people’s participation, but high turnover can 
have adverse consequences too.  
 
Evaluating involvement 
 
Lessons can be learned about the need to ensure that appropriate measures of success are 
built into monitoring and evaluation frameworks. These should be concerned with measures 
of success with community involvement per se, and also the impact it has had on wider ABI 
objectives.  
 
Support and resources for community involvement 
 
There is wide agreement about the need to provide and sustain resources to support 
community involvement, though little is said about what adequate levels would be. All 
participants require support, not just community members. 
 
Guidance to policy makers and professionals 
 
Good practice guidance is offered to particular types of participants in ABIs, particularly 
professionals and policy makers and this includes suggested changes that could be made to 
improve the involvement of particular groups. Changes to the working practices of 
professionals suggested include: 
 
• improved communication; 
• avoiding domination by powerful groups; 
• encouraging cross-sector collaboration; 
• acknowledging the importance of process as well as product; 
• releasing the energies of communities; 
• building trust among partners; 
• the need for equality of formal powers; 
• clarity about roles and responsibilities; 
• accessible and transparent decision making structures; and 
• empowerment training, skills development and education for all stakeholders.  
 
What does not work? 
 
The ‘limits’ of involvement are said to be:  
 
• methodological; 
• timing; 
• lack of consistency in officer commitment sometimes due to staff turnover; 
• duplication with other consultation exercises; and 
• a perception by some agencies that they are carrying an unfair burden of the costs of 

consultation. 
 
Obstacles to involvement detected include: 
 
• community partners with little tangible to offer the community; 
• poor specification of purpose and objectives; 
• central commitment to particular policies that leads to accusations of ‘community; 

intransigence’;  
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• too speedy and complex decision making processes; 
• failure to build on existing structures of community representation; and 
• inadequate support. 
 
Conclusions and future research 
 
In order to answer the question ‘what works with regard to achieving community 
involvement’? a number of further questions require to be answered. 
 
Effectiveness at what? 
 
The research is not often very clear about the answer to this question, while providing a lot of 
advice on lessons learned and ‘good practice’. Residents appreciate being involved and 
hence support the idea of due process: community involvement for its own sake. However, 
residents want to see a more tangible outcome from their participation and more attention is 
given in the literature to the community and personal development aims and outcomes of 
community involvement, and to the instrumental gains it may bring about, for example to 
service planning. On all three, mixed impacts are reported. 
 
Involvement in what? 
 
Most of the literature deals with community involvement in public policy design and 
implementation rather than in voluntary and community organisations or through 
neighbourliness, family and friends. There appears to be more involvement in strategic and 
service planning than on service delivery or the implementation of ABI programmes but this 
may reflect the timing or focus of studies. A degree of opposition and conflict is inevitable. 
 
What form of involvement? 
 
Local circumstances strongly influence the form of involvement. These include the history of 
initiatives; the purpose of involvement; how far practice matches purpose; the type of people 
targeted; resources; planning; and the type of activities or decisions involved. Processes are 
as important as structures for involvement. What might work in any particular setting depends 
on careful analysis of context, and careful selection and application of technique and process 
to a high standard. 
 
Involvement by whom? 
 
Professionals and others in addition to residents are involved in ABIs and need support and 
training. Authors claim that not enough is done to include minority or disadvantaged groups, 
or ‘ordinary residents’. However, ABIs extend the range of people normally participating in 
governance.  
 
What are the quantifiable beneficial outcomes? 
 
Many studies report beneficial outcomes. However, few attempted to develop quantifiable 
measures and inevitably much reliance is placed on perceptions of impact. Few provide 
evidence from less active residents. This makes it hard to weigh evidence to reach a view. 
Benefits cannot be easily quantified or associated causally with particular forms of 
involvement, given the research methods used.  
 
How robust are the evaluation methodologies? 
 
The relative reliance on qualitative methods enabled studies to achieve a deep understanding 
of processes but few had survey data to supplement their analysis. In some cases the 
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evidential base for conclusions was not apparent. There is a need for more high quality 
qualitative research and for quantitative research. 
 
What is the balance of costs and benefits? 
 
Only one study reported views on the balance between benefits and costs, and that was 
confined to professionals’ views. Many studies argue that the costs of involvement should be 
recognised more, but do not quantify what is provided or needed.  
 
Future research 
 
The studies reviewed in this report provide partial and mixed answers to the questions that 
arise when considering what works in community involvement in ABIs. There is a need for 
more high quality studies of specific aspects of involvement. This requires larger sums of 
money than are generally available.  Essential components to future research are: 
 
• research expertise in evaluation and in social and democratic theory; 
• development of a set of hypotheses for testing about the purpose and effects of 

community involvement; 
• careful design of a set of case studies with common research instruments used to explore 

qualitative aspects  of ABIs; 
• collection of data on impacts in case studies to include identifiable instrumental effects as 

well as developmental and ‘due process’ effects of involvement; and 
• use of a detailed survey instrument to collect data for a representative sample of the 

population.



 

 1

 

1. Introduction 
 
This report is the product of a systematic review of research evidence on the effectiveness of 
community involvement in area based initiatives (ABIs). It was commissioned by the Home 
Office to inform its contribution to forthcoming spending reviews and in support of the Home 
Secretary’s commitment to democratic renewal as a centrepiece of the government’s reform 
agenda. In its work on civic renewal, the Home Office is concerned with both the extent and 
effectiveness of community involvement in all aspects of civic life.  The Active Community 
Unit (ACU) provides a focus for the delivery of the Home Office’s aim: ‘To support strong and 
active communities in which people of all races and backgrounds are valued and participate 
on equal terms by developing social policy to build a fair, prosperous and cohesive society in 
which everyone has a stake … and to ensure that active citizenship contributes to the 
enhancement of democracy and the development of civil society.’ The ACU is also charged 
with increasing community involvement by five per cent by the year 2006.   
 
Area based initiatives (ABIs) are not new. Measures designed to alleviate poverty, and 
associated problems such as ill health and poor housing in specific areas, have been used for 
at least one hundred years in Britain. The Home Office itself sponsored a major scheme of 
this type, the Community Development Projects, from the late 1960s onwards.   
 
An important feature of many of these initiatives, and one that has become even more 
prominent in recent years, is the belief that bottom-up approaches are better than top-down 
ones.  Typical of this approach is the Social Exclusion Unit’s attitude to community 
involvement:  
 

neighbourhood renewal starts from a proper understanding of the needs of communities. 
Communities need to be consulted and listened to, and the most effective interventions 
are often those where communities are actively involved in their design and delivery, and 
where possible in the driving seat (Social Exclusion Unit, 2001: 19).  
 

In other words, it is assumed that schemes which reflect the views and aspirations of the 
people who live in the areas targeted by ABIs will be more effective than schemes that are 
driven more by the views of others – civil servants or politicians from elsewhere and local 
state professionals who do not live in the area even if they work there. 
 
These assumptions have rarely been tested in a systematic and rigorous way, although many 
studies of ABIs and of community involvement exist.  This review provides a welcome 
opportunity, therefore, to review a wide range of literature, particularly a selection of studies of 
relevance to the question of what works in community involvement in ABIs. 
 
Systematic reviews have become increasingly popular over the last decade as researchers, 
policy makers and practitioners have come to realise the importance of establishing the most 
comprehensive picture of current best evidence before moving on to commission new work.  
They represent an important part of the wider process of modernisation in government, which 
has given greater emphasis to evidence based policy making. 
 
Originating in reviews of interventions in health, systematic reviewing has extended to many 
other fields of social policy and is now one of the most rapidly developing forms of policy 
research, with almost constant methodological and technical advances.  These rapid and 
often profound developments do not necessarily make the task of reviewing any easier, nor 
does the fact that an expanding array of databases is becoming available all the time.  While 
mechanistic forms of searching certainly save much time and make possible more extensive 
searches than were previously possible, to a great extent they rely on systems that classify 
and describe studies accurately. It is estimated that electronic databases will pick up only 
between 40 and 50 per cent of available studies. Further, in many fields of social policy 
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intervention, studies and papers are not described in summary form in sufficient detail to be 
able to rely on mechanistic search techniques. There is often a paucity of detail on the 
research methods used, on research design and sample sizes and on methods of analysis. 
This means in practice that large numbers of papers often have to be reviewed manually in 
order to find the few that conform to the criteria for inclusion in the review. This usually has 
significant implications for the resources required to carry out reviews and often necessitates 
adjustments in either the total time required or in the scope of the review. This was certainly 
the case in this review. Although the team drew on their expertise and knowledge of research 
in the field to identify literature, there was no time to conduct fuller handsearching.   
 
A critical stage in conducting a systematic review occurs early in the process, when the focus 
of the review is determined and the key questions to be answered are agreed. In this case, 
the review was focused on the processes of community involvement within area-based 
initiatives. This covers a wide spectrum of activities and a further round of specification was 
required and is described in the next section.  The review was particularly concerned with 
studies of effectiveness, as the brief required us to try to answer the question: what works? 
 
It is worth at this stage commenting in more detail on the relationship between ABIs in general 
and regeneration initiatives in particular.  Although the 1998 report of the Social Exclusion 
Unit, Bringing Britain Together, brought a renewed emphasis to the issue of deprived areas, 
the question of the extent and causes of spatial concentrations of poverty and deprivation had 
been exercising policy makers and academic analysts for many years. Some of the early 
attempts to address the multiple causes and consequences of concentrated deprivation in the 
1960s were influenced by questionable notions of ‘cultures of poverty’ and ‘cycles of 
deprivation’ and paid less attention to the connections between the chosen areas and their 
surroundings. A greater emphasis on the economic aspects of deprivation characterised 
many policy initiatives of this type in the 1980s, with less attention being paid to the social and 
environmental factors that might exacerbate or alleviate the impacts of poverty.  However, 
most recently the pendulum has swung again to embrace the full range of economic, social, 
environmental and political factors that influence the patterns and experience of social 
exclusion in particular places. 
 
While the emphasis given to specific aspects of concentrated deprivation have changed 
within different policy regimes over the last 40 years, the importance of spatial targeting has 
remained much more constant.  There has been a similar degree of consistency in the 
criticisms levelled at spatial targeting (see Smith, 1999, for example).  In this sense, although 
the expression ‘area-based initiative’ is relatively recent, it refers to a form of policy 
intervention that has existed for much longer. 
 
The next chapter describes the approach and methods used in this review.  Chapter 3 
provides an overview of the literature, initially by discussing methodological issues in 
researching community involvement in ABIs, then by describing the material reviewed in 
broad terms. Chapter 4 outlines what the literature tells us under a series of headings and the 
last chapter draws conclusions about the main findings and the methodological issues that 
arise in researching community involvement in ABIs.  
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2. Methodology 
 
This review focuses on area-based initiatives and community involvement. This section on 
methodology sets out how the literature reviewed was selected and discusses the general 
approach, showing some of the practical consequences of the initial and actual approach. 
The research questions and definitions are set out in the project protocol (Annex 1).  
 
Given the focus of the project, there was strong justification for the research to use a 
methodology of systematic review and this was the aim as far as possible.   However, in 
practice, the methodology of systematic review was adapted to enable reporting to take place 
within the funders’ timescales, using a process of real-time review to adapt the strategy 
according to the level and quality of the findings.   
  
This was driven partly by the nature of the research topic and the very broad range of area-
based initiatives that exist in the UK.  But it was also due partly to the nature of the social 
science literature, where meanings attached to descriptive terms can be ambiguous and the 
same concept can be referred to by a variety of terms and combinations. Overlaying this, the 
technology-based system that is used to locate the literature involves the systematic layering 
of search terms, but this relies heavily upon the capacity of the technology being used 
(Kleinman et al.. 2002; Wallace et al.. 2003).  
   
As it became clear that generic cataloguing and imprecise search engines produce large 
search results for this topic, a mode of working was adopted that combined systematic review 
with a more traditional social science literature review, drawing on expertise within the team.  
The outcome is therefore a systematised, rather than a systematic, review in the sense of the 
traditional model. 
 
The literature searches were developed, drawing on the expertise of members of the research 
team from the Cochrane Developmental, Psychosocial and Learning Problems Group 
(CDPLPG) at the School of Policy Studies. This group, part of the international Cochrane 
Collaboration, was established to produce, maintain and make accessible systematic reviews 
of the effects of social and health care interventions relevant to children, adolescents, people 
with learning disabilities, personality disorders and young offenders. Using resources through 
the ESRC Centre for Neighbourhood Research, a member of the ESRC Evidence Network, it 
was possible to draw upon expertise within the Evidence Network and, in particular, 
associates from the British Library. 
 
Defining terms 
 
ABIs have been described as publicly funded initiatives targeted on areas of social or 
economic disadvantage, which aim to improve the quality of life of the residents of that area 
through multi-faceted programmes of intervention. This review was concerned mainly with 
programmes targeted on sub-city areas and does not generally include studies of regional 
programmes, unless these have more spatially focused components. Ninety-three such 
current and past area initiatives were identified in the United Kingdom and these are listed in 
Appendix B. 
 
Community involvement has several meanings, and typologies commonly distinguish several 
forms of community involvement. Goodlad (2002) draws on the Social Exclusion Unit’s 
approach to distinguish three. The first type is involvement by individuals or representatives of 
community or voluntary organisations in public policy ‘both in designing what is to be done 
and in implementing it’ (Social Exclusion Unit, 1998, para. 2.3). Second, community 
involvement may refer to the participation of people in a variety of types of voluntary and 
community organisations, for their own or others, benefit; this sort of community involvement 
can ‘have the triple benefit of getting things done… fostering community links and building the 
skills, self-esteem and networks of those who give their time’ (SEU, 1998: 68). Thirdly, 



 

 4

community involvement can be informal, in ‘social support mechanisms based on family, 
friendship and neighbourliness’ (Goodlad, 2002: 72). 
  
Community involvement can set out to include all the population of an area though some 
studies focus particularly on the effectiveness of initiatives in involving particular types of 
individuals, groups and representatives. Studies of any particular categories of people were to 
be included in this review, including those focusing on women, members of minority ethnic 
groups, children and young people, disabled people and older people, as well as people in 
general. Studies focused on ABIs in specific policy fields were included as long as they were 
multi-faceted in the sense of involving more than one type of intervention. 
 
The search and selection process 
 
The expertise of the CDPLPG and the Evidence Network associates was sought at the 
beginning of the research process, in drawing up a comprehensive set of search terms 
(Appendix A) and a shortlist of the most suitable databases on which to focus the early 
searches. A further list of proper nouns for specific ABIs (Appendix B) was drawn up by the 
team. This was designed to ensure the capture of those studies that are catalogued by their 
proper names.    
 
The databases used were: 
• ASSIA (1987-2003) 
• Public Affairs Information Services 

(1983-2003) 
• Sociological Abstracts (1963-2003) 
• EconLit  (1969-2003) 
• IBSS/BIDS (1980-2003) 
• GeoRef (1983-2003) 
• Social Science Abstracts (1996-2003) 

• Inside (1993-2003) 
• Planex (1983-2003) 
• Acompline (1974-2003) 
• SIGLE (1976-2003) 
• Criminal Justice Abstracts (1968-

2003) 

• Websites of Renewal.net and Joseph Rowntree Foundation 

The complex search string (Appendix A, Strategy 1) resulted in large results sets in some cases 
while, in others, the databases could not process the search string at all. A range of refined 
search strategies therefore developed to suit the differing levels of complexity within the individual 
database search interfaces (Appendix A, Strategies 2 and 3).   
  
Eventual search results from individual databases ranged in number from 25 to over 4000 
(Appendix C).  Results were imported into an EndNote database where possible and duplicates 
eliminated before a manual evaluation was undertaken. Some entries could be immediately 
identified as irrelevant; others needed more careful review, reading abstracts or finding papers 
and books.  EndNote was used to track this process and as a means of sharing findings between 
the research team. Where results would not import into EndNote (as was the case with many 
databases and all websites), other paper and electronic means were used as appropriate. 
 
The findings from the databases were sorted in a three-stage system, shown in Table 2.1.  The 
bibliography for the first stage findings is attached as Appendix D.  
 
Table 2.1 Stages of review 

 Stage 1 Stage 2 Stage 3 

Stage Initial sort to 
discount material 
which was obviously 
of no relevance 

Second-level sort to 
examine more closely 
the literature of which 
the relevance was less 
certain 

Final stage of finding 
and reviewing literature 
which appeared to be of 
particular relevance. 

No. of finds 
remaining 

369 283 43 (26 studies and 8 
reviews) 
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In moving to Stage 3, some further strategic decisions needed to be made to retain control over 
the workload. The strategy for identifying relevant studies was unavoidably influenced by the 
expressions chosen to use in searches of data-bases.  The expression ‘area-based initiative’ was 
not on its own especially helpful and it was necesary to rely more on the specific or proper names 
given to particular ABIs, such as City Challenge or Urban Programme or New Deal for 
Communities. It was therefore decided to focus upon the results which were gained from the 
searches conducted on the proper nouns of specific ABIs. In addition, the expressions 
‘regeneration initiative’ and ‘area-based regeneration initiative’ were found to be useful since most 
regeneration initiatives over the last three decades have involved a degree of spatial targeting, 
and most area-based initiatives have been said to be concerned with regeneration.  
 
The final selection was based on a typology of material that helped in the management of the 
review and brings to it a greater degree of focus. The typology is presented at Figure 2.1, which 
shows how it was intended to focus on material closer to the bottom right hand area of the matrix 
and to devote less attention to the much greater volume of material in the top left area. Indeed, 
the search strategy adopted was designed specifically to exclude material closer to the top left 
sector in favour of material towards the bottom right sector. 
 
The protocol for this review describes how it was agreed to include three types of study: 
 
• studies of the impact of community involvement on the effectiveness of ABIs; 
• studies of community involvement in a wide range of policy initiatives with some degree of 

spatial targeting; 
• studies of ABIs that make only passing reference to community involvement and its 

significance.   
 
Figure 2.1 A simple typology of studies of community involvement in ABIs 

 Public policy and 
area targeting 

Involvement in ABIs ABIs  

The case for 
involvement 

  

The incidence, 
methods and nature 
of involvement 

  

The effectiveness 
of involvement per 
se 

  

 

 

 

Relevant 

The impact of 
involvement on ABI 
objectives 

Relevant Prime concern 

 
In relation to the typology, the bottom right sector (studies of ‘prime concern’) refers to the first of 
these types.  However, insofar as this suggests many studies were found in which there is an 
explicit (if not exclusive) research focus on the impact of community involvement on the overall 
success of an ABI, then only a few were found that touched on this. Studies that focused explicitly 
on community involvement in ABIs came nearest but tended to have little to say about the overall 
impact of community involvement on the achievement of the ABI’s objectives in general. These 
studies often focus on a specific aspect of community involvement such as partnership (Carley et 
al. 2000; Hughes and Carmichael, 1998), rural location (Osborne et al. 2002) or disability 
(Edwards, 2001).  
 
The third category of study for review proposed in the protocol consisted of those studies focusing 
on ABIs but which were not exclusively concerned with community involvement. A number of 
studies fell into this category and it was difficult in practice to discriminate rigorously between 
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them, but two dealing with recent major ABIs were selected for review. These focus on Health 
Action Zones (HAZ) and the Single Regeneration Budget (SRB). 
 
Thus the 26 empirical studies and eight reviews selected for inclusion (the core studies) cluster at 
the bottom and right hand sectors of Figure 2.1 (both labelled ‘Relevant’).  The studies selected 
as part of Stage 1 and Stage 2 bunch at the top left sectors of Figure 2.1. The final bibliography is 
at Appendix E. It is in two parts with outputs from the 26 empirical studies listed in Part 1 and from 
the eight reviews listed in Part 2. Before discussing the characteristics of these studies in the next 
chapter, there are three final points to be made about the literature identified in Stages 1 and 2. 
 
First, the task of reviewing and selecting material was complicated by the fact that many 
documents make only passing reference to the research design and methods used to collect 
data. For studies that synthesise the work of others, there was sometimes the added difficulty of 
an absence of description of the rationale for and steps taken to select the items to be reviewed. It 
proved impossible to impose any selection criteria related to method during the early stages of 
searching as in many of the studies information of this type was absent, or was provided in a 
sketchy, partial or idiosyncratic way. 
 
Second, in considering the literature identified in Stages 1 and 2, a number of themes were found 
running through it. The documents located included one or more of the following elements: 
 
• writings about the concepts of democracy, participation, public policy and ABIs; 
• data and commentary on civil society, voluntary organisations and community participation in 

general, including national surveys of attitudes and experiences of participation; 
• data on user participation in specific public services; 
• general studies of area initiatives that do not focus on involvement or participation; 
• data and commentary on community involvement in ABIs, covering topics such as purpose 

and value; techniques, methods and approaches; extent and pattern; and impact and 
effectiveness of community involvement in ABIs; and 

• guidance on ‘what works’ and how to generate (better) community involvement in public 
service planning and delivery and in a number of policy initiatives including ABIs.  

 
Much of this literature could have important lessons for what works in community involvement in 
ABIs. In focusing on the intersection between area-based initiatives and community involvement, 
there was a danger of excluding evidence from research that might be relevant to the 
development of community involvement in ABIs but was focused on community involvement in 
other settings. The review team was able to draw on some of this wider literature (see Appendix 
F) but the limits of the review did not permit any systematic review of it. This necessitated 
systematically discounting literature which, while theoretically or empirically connected with issues 
on which the study touched, provided no direct empirical evidence which assisted in answering 
the research questions. 
  
Third, some reports and papers take the form of critical reviews of government policy documents 
– broadly defined – and while there is nothing inherently wrong with this, some do not rise above 
the more rudimentary forms of rhetorical analysis. The impression gained of some of the literature 
is that it ‘is narrow in scope and often contains as much normative advocacy as it does empirical 
analysis’, as Burton wrote in a review of community involvement in neighbourhood regeneration 
(2003). This literature asserts or assumes (or, less usually, questions) the importance of 
community involvement and lists a range of potential benefits (or pitfalls). Advocacy is an 
important aspect of any policy literature, but some authors do not base their advocacy on robust 
empirical evidence – whether quantitative or qualitative – of the perceived rather than the 
potential benefits of involvement. 
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3. An overview of the literature 
 
This section provides a broad overview of the literature reviewed but starts with a discussion of 
the methodological issues that arise in researching what works in community involvement in ABIs.  
 
Methodological issues in the evaluation of area-based initiatives 
 
There are many epistemological and methodological challenges in evaluating area-based 
initiatives and in trying to establish the contribution that community involvement might make to 
any positive outcomes associated with them. Bradford and Robson (1995: 39-40) provide a 
succinct yet incisive account of the methodological problems associated with evaluation in the 
context of long running and multi-faceted urban policy initiatives. Adapting to ABIs more generally, 
the six factors that make evaluations difficult are: 
 

i. Counterfactuals 
The most difficult problem lies, they say, in assessing what would have happened in the 
absence of the intervention. One approach could be to take a set of areas that had been 
subject to intervention and compare them with control areas that had not been subject to the 
same measures. But this usually proves difficult, if not impossible in the UK at least, because 
all similar areas would have been included within the programme.  
 
ii. Confounding evidence 
In order to be able to claim a causal connection between a set of policy impacts and a set of 
outputs and outcomes, it is often claimed that it is necessary to partition off the impact of other 
factors. In the case of ABIs, a great variety of possible confounding factors might operate such 
as the effect interest rates have on the performance of the local economy. 
 
iii. Contextual factors 
Different conditions provide very different starting points for ABIs. While the establishment of 
baseline conditions can provide a starting point for measuring the value added by policy 
interventions, many of the baseline factors are difficult to measure with enough precision to 
allow robust comparison between areas. For example, the history of previous policy initiatives, 
and the personal characteristics of key local actors, are significant but difficult to measure. 
 
iv. Contiguity 
A perennial problem in the design and effectiveness of ABIs lies in the drawing of boundaries.  
As critics of area-based approaches to poverty have long argued (e.g. Smith, 1999), more 
poor people live beyond the boundaries of the targeted area than live within them and usually 
substantial proportions of those living within the area are not themselves poor.  Evaluating 
interventions is therefore complicated by ‘spillover’ effects into other areas and ‘shadow’ 
effects from beyond the boundary that in both cases should be counted but are often not. 
 
v. Combinatorial problems 
Evaluation and research problems arise when different combinations of factors lead to 
different outcomes in different areas. Thus a combination that worked well in one area may not 
work so well in another, for a whole host of locally contingent reasons that can be difficult to 
establish.  
 
vi. Change 
Over the course of years or even decades, the priorities of policies will almost inevitably 
change, as may the volume and focus of funding, the rules by which resources are distributed 
and perceptions of what constitutes good practice.  Insofar as these constitute the broad 
context and in some cases the detailed criteria against which interventions are evaluated, 
there is a problem in trying to hit a moving target. 
   

A further set of methodological issues arising from the nature of community involvement is 
identified by some of the studies reviewed. This revolves around questions such as ‘who are the 
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evaluators?’ and ‘can community involvement be judged without reference to the views of the 
community?’  
 
The case for more participatory approaches to evaluation is rarely disputed in the field of 
evaluation and favoured even more strongly in relation to evaluating community involvement itself 
(Dobbs and Moore, 2002). Duncan and Thomas (2000) for example, argue for a more diverse 
approach to evaluation, moving beyond reliance solely on professional evaluators and those 
already employed by the programme to include local residents themselves as part of more 
participatory approaches. Dobbs and Moore (2002) draw on their experience of helping to 
manage a series of projects in the north-east of England which set out to ‘encourage community 
involvement in evaluation by employing, training and supporting local residents to carry out a 
range of baseline and impact surveys’ (p. 157). They began with the assumption that by building 
local resident participation into these evaluations, they would be assisting community-led policy 
development and increasing local capacity and capital. 
 
Finally, for research into community involvement in ABIs the issue of the timing of research or 
evaluation arises. This can be addressed fully if evaluation is commissioned before an initiative 
commences. The evaluations of SRB and HAZ both had long timescales and some opportunity to 
consider the issue of timing. Many of the studies reviewed, however, provided snapshots of 
involvement at a fairly arbitrary point in the life of initiatives. Although most authors do not discuss 
the implications of the timing of their studies, Duncan and Thomas (2000: 30) argue that it is an 
important issue: 
 

Evaluation which takes account of community involvement should be carried out at key points 
in the process of area regeneration. There are various stages at which a greater or lesser level 
of evaluation could be usefully applied. 
 

These stages include: 
 
• at the end of the process of bidding for funds or recognition, in order to ascertain the quality 

and quantity of community involvement in the bidding process; 
• at the conclusion of the production of the delivery plan, to assess the impact of the proposed 

programme on the local communities; 
• at the point of establishing formal partnership structures, to gauge the extent to which there 

are genuine opportunities for community involvement in the formal management of an 
initiative; 

• at the end of each substantive project, to learn any lessons for future project development 
and management; 

• at the end of each year of the programme, to review overall progress and develop guidelines 
for the next phase of work. (ibid: 30) 

 
However, the complexity of the public policy context, including history, can make it hard to define 
the start or finish of particular ABIs. In one Scottish SIP, for example, the area had been the 
subject of a previous partnership initiative founded in 1990, nine years before SIPs were 
launched. This provided a ready-made organisational structure at neighbourhood level to which 
the SIP devolved responsibility for allocation of funding for community projects. This example of 
community involvement could only be properly understood in the light of knowledge of that history 
(Docherty et al. 2001). 
 
In summary, a number of challenges are faced by researchers seeking to research community 
involvement in ABIs. These include issues that arise in any research seeking to understand the 
impact of public policy on complex social processes and others more specific to the particular 
case of researching community involvement. The next section considers what approach the 
researchers took to address and meet these challenges. 
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Methodological and epistemological approaches  
  
‘An approach should be recognised as distinct from research methods, as it can encompass 
multiple methods’ (Bauld and Judge, 2002: 10). Several methodological approaches can be 
detected in the studies selected for review although many are silent on the general approach to 
be taken to resolve methodological problems and discover ‘what works’.  
  
Two broad approaches have dominated much evaluation of public policy initiatives such as ABIs, 
and each is represented by one major study reviewed, while other smaller studies are more or 
less explicit in following these approaches. The two approaches are ‘before and after’ studies and 
‘realistic’ evaluation, applied respectively in the SRB and HAZ studies. These are unusual in the 
clarity they provide about the approach they take to evaluation. These are large publicly funded 
studies of high profile programmes, which may explain why they have been so explicit.  
 
These two approaches are derived from positivism and critical realism, two of the dominant 
scientific approaches of the social sciences (Sayer, 2000). They are outlined here in sharp 
contrast to each other but in practice elements of both approaches are found in many studies. 
 
First, ‘before’ and ‘after’ methodology applies a set of methods to the task of seeking to attribute 
change over time to the policy or programme and to other potentially confounding factors. 
Baseline, monitoring and final data can be collected in relation to key features of an area that a 
programme is intended to change. The approach tends to be dominated by quantitative methods 
but qualitative methods are not eschewed. Confounding and other problems are tackled by use of 
data that allows estimates to be made of the impact of non-policy factors on outputs and 
outcomes. Changes are attributed to the policy initiative, once other factors and changes are 
taken into account. This requires reference to the programme or policy objectives, which require 
to be reasonably clearly specified. Statistical data can be analysed to provide simple descriptions 
of change and also to explore the nature of associations between different variables using various 
forms of multi-variate analysis. The key issue is summarised by McArthur as: 
 

One of the problems faced by a researcher when considering the impact of community 
involvement is in separating out the distinctive influence attributable to the community 
representatives. Many of the outcomes are the result of joint decisions which have been 
shaped by a number of partners. Furthermore, it is often difficult to achieve agreement on the 
community’s influence. (1995: 69) 

 
The ‘before’ and ‘after’ approach is illustrated in the major study of the impact of schemes funded 
under the SRB Challenge Fund which is being conducted by a team at the Department of Land 
Economy at the University of Cambridge. An interim report (Brennan, Rhodes and Tyler, 1998) 
and a mid-term report (Rhodes et al. 2002, summarised in ODPM, 2002b) have so far been 
published. The team is tracking the progress of 20 case studies over an eight-year period, using a 
variety of methods and sources of data. The study uses a ‘before’ and ‘after’ design, discussed at 
some length by Rhodes et al. (2002). Here a variety of evidence is brought to bear on the issue of 
the nature and direction of change in areas targeted by SRB. Taking account of changes in the 
social, economic and policy environments during the period of the initiative is not easy: 
  

Assessing the impact of regeneration schemes on the net outcome changes produced is 
complicated by the fact that over the period of change there will have been movement into and 
out of the study area. (ODPM, 2002b: 3) 

 
Nevertheless, an attempt is made to measure the impact (outputs and longer term or broader 
outcomes) of the policy, using qualitative as well as quantitative methods. These include baseline 
surveys of existing social and economic conditions, social surveys of residents’ perceptions of 
many aspects of regeneration, and administrative data emanating from the schemes themselves 
and from other local agencies. The authors draw the methodological conclusion that ‘at least at 
the present time, there is no alternative but to undertake social surveys in the areas that are the 
subject of multi-faceted regeneration policies if the key impacts on the required outcomes are to 
be assessed’ (Rhodes et al. 2002: 169). Their case study evaluations provide the main source for 
outputs data. Their summary of outcome changes includes discussion of changes in the extent 
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and nature of community involvement but no discussion of the interactions between involvement 
and other outcomes or outputs.  
 
The second common approach to knowing what works in complex public policy areas is known as 
realistic evaluation. This approach stresses the need to understand the process and mechanisms 
at work within the implementation of public policy, by comparing empirical evidence about 
processes with a set of hypotheses or theories about the possible interactions taking place 
(Pawson and Tilley, 1997). Such ‘theory-based’ studies tend to favour qualitative methods but 
there is no necessary association between them and qualitative methods, just as qualitative 
methods can be used in ‘before’ and ‘after’ studies. Case studies provide a common device for 
collecting the rich data that may reveal contextual factors and mechanisms that may be 
undetectable using quantitative survey methods. In theory-based studies, participants and 
programme designers as well as literature and other sources of ideas can be drawn on to suggest 
the contexts and mechanisms (theories) needed if the potential of the programme is to be 
achieved. As Pawson and Tilley suggest, embeddedness in a particular social, economic and 
cultural context is an essential maxim of this approach: ‘a programme is its personnel, its place, 
its past and its prospects’ (1997: 65).  
 
This approach is illustrated by the national evaluation of HAZ, which adopts a ‘theory-based 
approach’:  
 

Knowledge is required regarding the ways in which different configurations of contexts, 
strategies, interventions and their associated consequences contribute to tackling health 
inequalities and promoting population health (Judge and Bauld, 2001: 28-29) 

 
Other studies hint at the realistic approach but rarely spell out the hypotheses implicit in the 
research design. An example of this being done is a paper that uses hypotheses derived from 
democratic theory to reveal systematic patterns, consistencies and inconsistencies in the practice 
of community involvement through housing in two Scottish SIPs (Goodlad et al. 2003: 6). 
Elsewhere this study also attempts to hypothesises about and test the possible interactions 
between community participation, civic culture and other factors (Docherty et al. 2001: 2228), 
while also recognising the complexities involved:  
 

If a culture supportive of active participation exists in particular places – a modernised ‘civic 
culture’ – then it will be easier, we hypothesise, to establish there the new institutions and 
practices that foster participation. …(however) The pattern and level of citizen participation will 
not be explained only with reference to civic culture or only by reference to political structures 
and policies intended to bring it about.  

 
This appears to be the only study to use multi-variate (ordered logistical regression) analysis. This 
is combined with qualitative case studies involving semi-structured interviews and focus groups. 
The remainder of the studies reviewed were rarely explicit about general approach although 
hypotheses were apparent from time to time. The way that case study methods were used and 
the style of reporting suggests that a realistic evaluation approach is implicit in at least some of 
this work. For example, studies for the Joseph Rowntree Foundation’s regeneration programme 
place a good deal of emphasis on qualitative methods and lessons for practice. These often 
appear to be based on implicit assumptions about the configurations of contexts, strategies and 
interventions that contribute to success or failure in case studies (for example, Fitzpatrick et al. 
1998; Farnell et al. 2003). The focus, though, is often on what will generally help community 
involvement to develop more effectively in future rather than on what specifically will help it to 
have a greater impact on the area’s social, environmental or economic circumstances. The next 
section considers the research methods used. 
 
Research methods  
 
Most of the studies reviewed rely on qualitative data. For example, Farnell et al. (2003) and 
Carley et al. (2000) provide fairly typical approaches from the Joseph Rowntree Foundation’s 
regeneration programme. Carley et al. conducted a major study of the factors influencing the 
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effectiveness of urban regeneration partnerships, drawing on case studies carried out in 27 
partnerships in eight city-regions in England, Scotland and the Welsh Valleys.  They developed a 
‘partnership evaluation framework’ (p. 4) comprising a number of dimensions along which some 
assessment could be carried out. The study consisted mostly of in-depth interviews in each of the 
case study areas but these were supplemented with focus group discussions with local residents.  
Quantitative methods are typically used in one of two ways. First, a number of studies use postal 
or telephone surveys to gain an overview or impression of the field under study by surveying 
initiatives, projects or managers (for example, Anastacio et al. 2000; Edwards, 2001; Foley and 
Martin, 2000a; Duncan and Thomas, 2000; Newburn and Jones, 2002). Unusually, Foley and 
Martin (2000a) rely on the views of managers of community led SRB schemes and civil servants 
for their discussion of community representatives’ perceptions, but this is unusual. Usually 
surveys of this type are accompanied by qualitative work. For example, Anastacio et al. (2000) 
explore the question of community involvement from the point of view of residents. Their research 
used four case study areas, a major literature review and a survey of 110 regeneration 
partnerships. They say they carried out three to six focus groups and between 30 and 50 
interviews in each case study location. 
 
The second use of quantitative methods is in the administration of household surveys, a relatively 
expensive method. Only three household surveys are mentioned (Docherty et al. 2001; McGregor 
et al. 1992; and Rhodes et al. 2002). Two of these were funded by government departments or 
agencies, the other by ESRC. McGregor et al.’s (1992) study of community participation in urban 
regeneration, carried out on behalf of Scottish Homes, had the intention of exploring the most 
effective means of engaging the community in area regeneration, looking at the consequences of 
participation and at factors that might explain any significant variation in patterns of participation 
and impact. Rhodes et al.’s DOE/ODPM-funded survey is justified with reference to its value to 
several parts of this overall evaluation. The third survey, ESRC-funded, was also justified 
because of its value to several aspects of a regional case study concerned with social cohesion 
and economic competitiveness. In each case the surveys are accompanied by qualitative 
methods, such as semi-structured interviews and focus groups, since these are considered better 
at showing the nature of complex processes of involvement. These are the only three studies that 
attempt to develop any form of quantitative analysis of the relationship between variables of ABI 
outcomes and forms of community involvement. This is not necessarily to suggest that 
quantitative forms of analysis are more appropriate for answering the question of what works in 
community involvement, but simply to highlight that most studies found were more discursive and 
reliant on qualitative forms of research. 
 
All but one of the 26 studies appear to have used some form of case study as a key feature of 
their method. Many describe in various degrees of detail how the choice of case study location 
was made. In using case studies, whether single or multiple, researchers typically conduct semi-
structured interviews with a range of key local actors, often though not always including 
community activists or citizens and sometimes supplementing these with focus group discussions 
with the same. The number of interviews carried out varied from Duncan and Thomas’s 22 
(2000), through Edwards’ 80 (2002) and Farnell et al.’s 95 (2003) to Anastacio et al.’s estimate of 
between 120 and 200, while Osborne et al. (2002), for example, do not relate how many 
interviews took place.  
 
The eight documents listed in Part 2 of Appendix E vary in the approach they take to reviewing 
literature. Few are explicit about the criteria used to select for review. Most adopt a thematic 
approach, reviewing literature in relation to issues that the authors or funders considered 
important. For example, Brownill and Darke (1998) review evidence about involvement or 
influence by diverse populations in strategy development, consultation mechanisms, target-
setting, and outcome measurement. Burton, in contrast, uses evidence from literature reviewed to 
answer a series of questions such as ‘what degree of participation?’ and ‘what type of planning or 
decision making?’ Others provide a synthesised diagnosis or prescription of what works as in 
Botes and van Rensburg’s nine plagues and 12 commandments (2000). Finally, Cooke and 
Kothari (2001) provide an edited collection of chapters with disparate aims and content.  
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Focus of the literature  
 
The documents reviewed fall into two categories. First are 26 empirical studies of ABIs or of 
community involvement in ABIs. Any classification of the key focus of these studies is open to 
dispute, but a useful categorisation into four types is provided in Table 3.1. Some of these studies 
could have been placed into more than one category and their placing is intended to reflect the 
needs of this review rather than necessarily their primary focus. 
 
Specific examples of community involvement in area initiatives generate their own evaluations or 
attract independent researchers and these provide the largest category of study (12), into 
community involvement in a particular type of ABI. The focus is often on the effectiveness of 
community involvement mechanisms, rather than on their impact on the ABI more generally. ABIs 
studied include City Challenge, the SRB, Scottish SIPs, and New Deal for Communities. A further 
seven studies are of community involvement in ABIs but cover more than one type of ABI. They 
have many similarities with the studies of community involvement in specific ABIs in method and 
content. Two studies of ABIs provide the next category and these are reports from general 
evaluations of specific government programmes, Health Action Zones (HAZ) (Bauld and Judge, 
2002) and SRB (Rhodes et al. 2002), commissioned by government departments. Finally, five 
studies of regeneration focus on particular types of social group or geographical area: two report 
on the involvement of young people, one on disabled people, one on faith communities and the 
fifth on rural area regeneration partnerships (Table 3.1).  
 
Table 3.1 Focus of 26 empirical studies (review team’s categorisation)  
Focus of study No. of 

studies 
References  
(most recent or comprehensive report) 

Community involvement in 
a variety of types of ABI  

7  Anastacio et al. (2000); Carley et al. (2000); Dobbs 
and Moore (2002); Duncan and Thomas (2000); 
Edwards et al. (2003); Hastings et al. (1996); 
McGregor et al. (1992) 

Community involvement in 
a particular type of ABI or 
policy initiative with some 
degree of area targeting 

12  Ashworth (2000); Brown (2002); Chapman et al. 
(2001); Dibben (2001); Docherty et al. (2001); 
Foley and Martin (2000a); Hughes and Carmichael 
(1998); Newburn and Jones (2002); Ouf (2002); 
Parkes (2000); Ram (1995); Shaw and Davidson 
(2002) 

Overall, specific type of ABI 2  HAZ: Bauld and Judge (2002); SRB: Rhodes et al. 
(2002) 

Involvement by particular 
groups in ABIs 

5  Farnell et al. (2003); Edwards (2001); Fitzpatrick et 
al. (1998); Osborne et al. (2002); France and Crow 
(2001) 

Totals 26  46 documents (see Appendix E, Part 1) 
 
Secondly, eight reports, books and papers that review literature on community involvement in 
ABIs were reviewed (not included in Table 3.1, but listed in Appendix E, Part 2). These draw on 
one or more of the 26 studies or on other literature to provide some kind of overview of relevance 
to community involvement in ABIs. This second category is a disparate collection of documents. 
Their general aim is to review past experience in order to say something about future practice or 
the significance of the literature for the understanding of community involvement. Further details 
are provided in the next section which outlines what the studies set as their aims.   
 
Aims and objectives 
 
A categorisation of the 26 studies based on their own statements of aims and context would show 
they fall broadly into five categories. A large majority, 19, are primarily focused on one or more 
aspect of community involvement in ABIs or other policy initiatives, many of which focus on urban 
regeneration initiatives in particular. These vary from studies intended to describe and evaluate 
particular contexts or target groups for community involvement, as in Fitzpatrick et al.’s (1998) 
study of young people, to others focused on aspects of community involvement in particular types 
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of ABIs, as in Chapman et al.’s (2001) study of community participation in SIPs and Osborne et 
al.’s study of rural regeneration partnerships (2002). 
  
The remaining seven studies fall into four categories: overall evaluations of specific ABIs (Bauld 
and Judge, 2002; Rhodes et al. 2002); studies of partnership, that feature community involvement 
amongst other issues (Carley et al. 2000; Hughes and Carmichael, 1998); papers on 
methodological issues in participation practice or research (Dobbs and Moore, 2002; Ram, 1995) 
and one study of user-led innovation in local government (Dibben and Bartlett, 2001).  
 
The eight reviews have a variety of aims. In one case the aim is to provide a ‘handbook’ for 
‘auditing’ community participation (Burns and Taylor, 2000), in another, a book seeks to challenge 
the very idea of participation in development projects overseas (Cooke and Kothari, 2001), and a 
third provides a personal view from a professional of what works in community forum 
development in ABIs (Khamis, 2000). Burton seeks to describe the literature on public 
involvement in regeneration and to develop a model of the essential elements of such 
involvement (2003). A review commissioned by the ODPM aims to ‘review guidance and literature 
on community involvement and pull out implications for the implementation of urban policy’ 
(ODPM, 2002b: 1).  
 
Botes and van Rensburg (2000: 42) seek to ‘expose the impediments or obstacles to community 
participation … in urban development projects’. Finally, Foley and Martin (2000b) examine past 
experience of community involvement in ABIs over three decades in order to anticipate the 
challenges that will arise in New Deal for Communities and Best Value. 
 
Many statements of aims are either very general or very specific. For example, Chapman et al.’s 
study had the aim ‘to investigate good practice in relation to building more effective partnerships, 
including: community membership of partnerships; management of partnerships; training and 
information needs of community participants and organisations; the role of support organisations; 
ways of reaching the wider community; and working with communities of interest’ (2001: 2). And 
Osborne et al.’s two-year study had three purposes: to examine the differing institutional and 
policy contexts of rural regeneration partnerships in England, Scotland and Northern Ireland and 
the implications for community involvement; to examine the influence of rurality on community 
involvement; and to highlight ‘best practice’ in facilitating and supporting community involvement 
(2002). Very specific aims include Brownill and Darke (1998), who seek to identify strategic 
approaches that ‘can best meet the aim of promoting wider equality..’ (1998: v), best practice and 
future research needs.  
  
Many studies seek to use empirical research to inform ‘good practice’ guidance. This is 
particularly apparent in Joseph Rowntree Foundation reports in the housing and area 
regeneration series which invariably contain ‘good practice’ guidance. One such report (Burns 
and Taylor, 2000) is exclusively concerned with providing an audit tool for practitioners or others 
evaluating community involvement. The link to the fieldwork on which its guidance is based is not 
explicit and this is said to be written up in the separately authored report by Anastacio et al. 
(2000).  
 
Outputs 
 
The studies are written up in a variety of ways. The 43 documents listed in Appendix E, Part 1, 
consist of a mix of research reports (22, six of which are unpublished) and articles in refereed 
journals (16) with the addition of one book, one conference paper and three book chapters. While 
many studies are written up in conventional research report style with brief descriptions of aims 
and methods and fuller reports of findings, others are published through articles that focus on part 
of the study or seek to contribute to theory rather than to provide a full description of study aims, 
methods and findings. Four papers are written by professionals with experience of promoting 
community involvement, and the papers reflect on that experience (Ashworth, 2000; Ram, 1995; 
Parkes, 2000 and Khamis, 2000). For several studies, more than one output is listed at Appendix 
E and for some studies reviewed other outputs are available but were not located for this review. 
In this report the most recent report or paper is usually used in referring to studies. The variety of 
types of output represented by the final selection of documents partly explains why it is impossible 
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to be precise about the methods of research used: publishers and editors do not necessarily 
require full details to be provided.  
 
Funding  
 
Finally, the source of funding for the 26 studies and eight reviews was considered. It was not clear 
for ten of the 34 who the funder was but for the remaining 24 the funder or funders could be 
identified. One study is a chapter based on research funded partly by the Joseph Rowntree 
Foundation and partly by the Economic and Social Research Council (ESRC) (Edwards et al. 
2003). A further 11 studies and reviews were funded by the Joseph Rowntree Foundation, of 
which eight have their origins in the Joseph Rowntree Foundation’s recent programme of 
research into area regeneration. A total of six studies were ESRC funded, including one already 
mentioned. Government departments and agencies funded a further seven studies and reviews. 
Although nothing could be claimed about the significance of the statistical breakdown, it seems 
likely that current local policy and practice in community involvement in ABIs is being influenced 
by government-sponsored and Joseph Rowntree Foundation publications in particular. 
  
Only one of the studies selected contains evidence from the ESRC’s current ‘democracy and 
participation’ research programme (Edwards et al. 2003). This may be because many outputs 
from that programme are still to see publication, or that the programme’s focus on theories of 
democracy and participation and lack of explicit focus on ABIs precluded the review team from 
identifying or selecting the studies. However, the list of projects in this programme suggests that 
very valuable and relevant findings will emerge even if they are not explicitly focused on ABIs.  
 
Finally, it is clear that some of the reports reviewed describe and try to explain what does not 
work.  In other words their accounts of the relationships between community involvement and 
ABIs are mainly negative. Of course there is much that can be learnt from the study of failure and 
in some respects the principle of falsification provides an epistemological basis for focusing 
research on negative outcomes. What results is a paradox in the empirical literature in that there 
is a degree of pessimism in relation to what works, while at the same time authors seem 
convinced of the value of participation. What their findings suggest as an explanation of this 
puzzle is one of the questions addressed in the next chapter.  
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4. What the literature says 
 
Given the disparate aims and character of the studies reviewed, it is inappropriate to expect each 
to shed light on all of the wide range of ways of approaching the question of what works in 
community involvement in ABIs. Below is therefore presented a summary of the main findings of 
the studies selected as appropriate for each topic. But first, evidence is emerging that community 
involvement in ABIs, in local government planning and service delivery and in public policy at 
local level more generally, has been increasing in recent years (for example, Lowndes et al. 
1998). As one recent review of community involvement in regeneration initiatives concludes: 
 

There is evidence to suggest that in the past ten years, and perhaps the past five in particular, 
there has been a marked increase in community involvement at least of the relatively surface 
kind. The multiplication of regeneration partnerships or area forums of one kind or another 
must mean that one could show an increase in the number of individuals drawn into this 
process. (ODPM, 2002d: 4) 

 
However, some authors (for example, Foley and Martin, 2000b; Brownill and Darke, 1998; and 
Anastacio et al. 2000) have detected a positive change in the promotion of policy on community 
involvement but remain sceptical about the speed at which this makes a difference on the ground. 
 
What aims are held for community involvement?   
 
Public policy since 1997 has made clear the government’s aim of promoting community 
involvement. For example, in the local government white paper, Strong Local Leadership – 
Quality Public Services (DTLR, 2001), the Prime Minister talked of people wanting ‘their voices 
heard when decisions are made about how these services are delivered’ (Foreword). The 
document goes on to state: 
 

Effective community engagement leads to better decisions and better implementation. 
Community involvement is a key component of best value. Area consultation and decision 
making arrangements have a valuable role to play in helping to involve citizens in decisions 
which affect them, particularly on neighbourhood issues. (p. 20) 

 
In a similar vein, in his foreword to the White Paper on urban policy (Prescott, 2000) the Deputy 
Prime Minister sets out the importance attached to engaging the public: 
 

We will only achieve real, sustainable change if local people are in the driving seat from the 
start, tailoring strategies to local needs. (p. 6) 

 
The Home Office leads the government’s civil renewal efforts. Civil renewal is ‘about negotiating a 
new relationship between citizen and state, seeking to empower people to be active in furthering 
not only their own interests but those of other people in their community (whether a community of 
place or interest)’. This is to be done ‘for a variety of reasons’:  
 

in recognition that the state, even at local government level, can only ever provide part of the 
solution to the issues that matter most to people  … and that, with the right support and 
motivation, local people and community groups will readily play an active role in partnership 
with the state. 
.. as a contributor to social capital … Building strong, active communities reinforces a virtuous 
circle with a healthy civil society. (Home Office website) 

 
Community involvement is given particular prominence in policy to tackle social exclusion in 
deprived areas and additional resources are directed to assisting excluded groups to participate. 
The National Strategy for Neighbourhood Renewal (SEU, 2001) claims the importance of 
community engagement to the achievement of its goals to create a more integrated and less 
unequal society.  
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The ODPM-commissioned review usefully distinguishes six principles or purposes of community 
involvement in urban policy: 
 
i. involvement is people’s right; 
ii. involvement overcomes alienation; 
iii. involvement makes the community stronger in itself; 
iv. involvement maximises the effectiveness of services and resources; 
v. involvement helps ‘join-up’ different contributions to development; and 
vi. involvement helps sustainability. (2002d: 2-3) 
 
In summary, and in the language of democratic theory, three reasons are advanced by 
government for promoting community involvement: 
 

• it aids social cohesion though its developmental or educational effect on individuals and 
hence on society; and it fosters social capital; 

• it makes a difference to the planning and delivery of public services and aids decision 
making processes; further, decisions are more likely to be effective and are accorded 
legitimacy since they reflect the interests of those who participated in the process of 
decision-making; and 

• it is a right that is justified on the grounds of due process, irrespective of outcome, and that 
demonstrates the exercise of citizenship rights and obligations.  

 
Research into community involvement in ABIs might be expected to explore the extent to which 
key actors at area level share these views of the purpose of community involvement. But most 
studies take involvement as a given, neither defining how they understand its meaning nor 
investigating what informants say it is for.  Newburn and Jones (2001) and Osborne et al. (2002) 
provide two of the few accounts of this. Crime and disorder partnerships named the identification 
of local issues as the main aim of their consultation efforts (Newburn and Jones, 2001). However, 
Osborne et al. (2002) find that, although community involvement is an often sought component of 
rural regeneration, The range of policy initiatives is characterised by a lack of clarity about what is 
meant by ‘community involvement’ (p. 37). 
 
The taken-for-granted nature of community involvement in much of the literature is illustrated by a 
handbook for auditing community participation, based on fieldwork reported in Anastacio et al. 
(2000). Following a paragraph that states that it is worth rehearsing the arguments for community 
participation, Burns and Taylor provide a list, the source of which is unclear, headed ‘Why 
community participation is essential’:  
 
• community definitions of need, problems and solutions are different from those put forward 

by service planners and providers; 
• community knowledge is an important resource and widens the pool of experience and 

expertise that regeneration and renewal strategies can draw on; 
• community participation gives local residents the opportunity to develop skills and networks 

that they need to address social exclusion; 
• active participation of local residents is essential to improve democratic and service 

accountability; 
• central government requires community participation in regeneration and renewal strategies. 

(2000: 2)  
 
The impression is created that these are the authors’ views and that these views were not 
necessarily reflected in the attitudes and actions of interviewees. Similarly, Burton has difficulty 
knowing how to judge the claims made for and against greater involvement in neighbourhood 
regeneration by the authors he reviews. How far these claims are based on empirical evidence, 
theoretical writings or normative judgements of authors is not clear. The authors he reviews 
perceive the main benefits of participation as being:  
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• that the public at large … provide a contrasting perspective to the views of the professional or 
political elite; 

• that the public offer greater scope for generating more creative proposals and solutions – for 
thinking outside the box, in the parlance of ‘modern’ policy making; 

• that lay people can provide the application of common sense to policy proposals – an 
important form of reality check; 

• that residents of an area subject to intervention will have important knowledge and expertise 
– as consumers, as residents in a locality, as victims of crime, as people who are long term 
unemployed or chronically sick or disabled.  

 
Equally the sources for the pitfalls and reservations identified by various authors and summarised 
by Burton are not clear:  
 
• that lay people are unknowing or ignorant, especially about complex or difficult policy issues; 
• that they are likely to be subjective and self interested and unable to see the wider or public 

interest; 
• that they might be biased or prejudiced; 
• that they might be too emotive and incapable of rigorous and rational analysis. (2003: 8) 
 
Local contexts 
 
The importance that particular features of local contexts may have on community involvement is a 
feature of many studies. The previous history and pattern of community involvement emerges as 
a key issue. For example, Ashworth (2000) describes an environment in which the history of local 
regeneration and involvement had led to deep rooted suspicion and cynicism among the local 
population, such that a door knocking campaign in the area ‘resulted for the most part in reactions 
that ranged from indifference to outright hostility’ (p. 256).  Nevertheless, a new approach was 
developed in which the principles of collaboration and consensus were paramount and a serious 
effort was made to involve people from all sectors of the local community, including residents, 
members of local groups, business people and public sector workers.  Councillors were also 
involved as the formal representatives with many statutory decision making responsibilities. 
In a study of neighbourhood participation in two Scottish SIPs, previous initiatives in community 
involvement had created: 
 

Many formal mechanisms for citizen participation at neighbourhood level … area committees .. 
, community councils, … the devolution of responsibility for service delivery … and the 
establishment of local economic development agencies … (Docherty et al. 2001: 2234) 

 
This study points to the low levels of community involvement that might be expected in the types 
of areas that are often the focus of ABIs. However, although higher levels of political participation 
are associated with high educational attainment, psychological attachment to a political party, and 
not being young, such factors do not determine behaviour and local factors may generate 
involvement (Parry et al. 1992). 
  
McGregor et al. (1992) point also to the nature of the population as well as local histories of 
participation as important determinants of the capacity of communities to get involved. The age 
profile of the local population can be important as there is some evidence to suggest that 
participation is greatest among those aged over 30: 
  

This does not imply that community participation cannot take root in areas like Fairfield and 
Ferguslie Park (i.e. with relatively youthful profiles); rather that it may require long gestation 
periods and greater supportive resourcing. (p. 110) 

 
This study identifies existing formal community organisations as part of the context and suggests 
that it cannot be assumed they are representative or necessarily the best vehicles for 
participation. However, the capacity of these organisations is susceptible to change and 
development, both positively and negatively. In other words, community organisations can be 
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overburdened to the point of collapse or can be supported with training and development to help 
them cope with the pressures of managing involvement. 
 
Khamis (2000) points to the difference that can be made by local perceptions of issues. Thus he 
argues that while in many areas, an immediate threat to existing services (a school or a post 
office for example) often serves to mobilise some sections of the local population, in others a 
more gradual and patient approach is necessary: 
 

starting with community surveys and one-off consultations around particular issues, 
sometimes using Planning for Real techniques, and building community involvement around 
particular projects or through tenants’ and residents’ associations before moving on to the 
establishment of community forums. (p. 265) 

 
Parkes also suggests that the prominence of the cause helps to get and keep people involved: 
 

there is nothing like one of the highest profile and long running regeneration dramas in the UK 
to keep local people involved, and interest from researchers and the media has rubbed off 
onto KXRLG (Kings Cross Railway Lands Group) (2000: 262) 

 
This case illustrates well that adversity or external threat can foster community spirit and 
involvement. While in some cases the external threat might be perceived by others to be 
illegitimate (campaigns to exclude asylum seekers, or to oppose the provision of mental health 
services in a locality, for example), this case has shown that the prospect of major redevelopment 
can galvanise local people to take collective action over a long period of time in defence of their 
interests. 
 
Finally, Osborne et al. (2002) make four points about wider institutional and geographical 
contexts: 
 

• In Northern Ireland, the familiar distinction between communities of interest and 
communities of place takes on added significance where many rural partnerships are 
committed to working with communities of place rather than communities of interest 
because of the association with conflict and sectarianism in many of the latter.  

• Rural geography provides three types of influences: scale, reflected in challenges to 
transport, for example; rural demography, especially low population densities; and the 
strength of identification with some communities of place to the extent that cooperative 
relations with neighbouring areas can be difficult to realise.  

• There is no Scottish or Irish equivalent of the English Countryside Agency but various 
devolved structures exist in Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland and regional 
development offices and government offices operate in England. Community regeneration 
is given greater prominence in Scotland, economic development is more to the fore in 
England, while peace and reconciliation dominates in Northern Ireland. And there are 
differences in models of local governance in the four parts of the UK.  

• Fourthly, financial regimes are also significant. For example, the Peace and Reconciliation 
Programme in Northern Ireland provides funds for the community sector unmatched in 
England and Scotland. However, Osborne et al. claim that the resources available for rural 
regeneration do not match those for urban regeneration, but that this somewhat 
paradoxically means that relatively small amounts of money can have a large effect. It is 
also worth noting the greater significances of EU funding regimes in the rural context.  

 
In summary, many local contextual factors are said to be implicated in the prospects for and 
experience of community involvement in particular ABIs. These include the history of previous 
ABIs and community involvement initiatives, the geographic, demographic, socio-economic and 
political characteristics of the area, the institutional and funding context, and the capacity of 
community organisations to respond to involvement opportunities.  
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What techniques, methods and support? 
 
There are no simple answers to questions such as whether grants schemes, citizens’ panels, the 
employment of community development officers, public meetings or forums of community group 
representatives are best for achieving community involvement in ABIs – it depends. Studies vary 
in how far they set out clearly what techniques and methods are used to generate or foster 
involvement and in how far they evaluate the effectiveness of particular methods at achieving 
their purpose. The effect is that the literature is scattered with general references to techniques 
and methods but details of how they operate and what they achieve are sparse.  
 
Techniques range from those for publicity and consultation to community control of assets, 
projects or services. Newburn and Jones (2001) review good practice in consultation by crime 
and disorder partnerships. A list of methods includes citizens’ panels, citizens’ juries, public 
opinion surveys, crime prevention panels, focus groups and public meetings. Brown (2002) 
provides a typology based on the purposes detected in different methods. These are described in 
a review of 13 ‘Working for Communities Pathfinder’ schemes funded under the Scottish 
Executive’s programme of that name. Four purposes of community involvement are distinguished:  
 

• consultation and awareness raising; for example, community newspapers, ‘fun days’, 
information fairs, community conferences and direct approaches to service users and 
community groups; 

• developing community capacity; for example, training, including joint training of community 
representatives and professional officers, provision of accommodation to be used as a 
base by community groups, and support by dedicated ABI officers for community 
representatives;  

• community involvement in project management; for example, by membership of 
committees and boards, through the employment of local people, and through direct 
community control of projects or services; and  

• widening participation; for example, by setting up a youth council, using newsletters and 
other ‘advertising’ to attract new participants, and providing community work support in 
planning transitions from ‘old’ to ‘new’ representatives.  

 
Some of the literature reports on innovative methods of involvement. For example, Ram (1995) 
provides an unusual example of a novel mechanism for involving young people, using drama for 
researching needs as part of a regeneration initiative. He draws on his experience as a consultant 
to a City Challenge scheme and notes: 
 

the use of drama…offered a novel means of bringing the reality of young people’s lives to the 
attention of policy makers. However, the City Council, and in turn the Department of the 
Environment, appeared more interested in gathering ‘facts’, perhaps reflecting the positivistic 
predilections of such institutions and the way they define ‘problems’ (p. 83) 

 
This paper highlights many of the tensions that can exist not least when community involvement 
requires political negotiation between different forms of involvement.  Thus the conventional 
public meeting or questionnaire survey may be welcomed by some, while others are prepared to 
experiment with more innovative forms such as consensus conferences, community visioning 
exercises, drama and so on.  
  
Similarly, a wide range of support and resources is reported, including skilled and experienced 
staff, training and skills development for local residents and others, grants schemes for 
community and voluntary organisations, and what might be described as ‘venture social capital’ or 
research and development funding for new initiatives that have yet to reach the stage of being 
fully developed proposals. 
 
The varied role that specialist staff may play is stressed in Holden and Craig’s (2002) account of 
the use of five community health development workers in the Hull and East Riding Health Action 
Zone, supported by the Community Development Foundation. They focus on the impact the 
workers have had on health service workers and on organisational change in health services 
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rather than on the community. But community development staff are not universally 
acknowledged as useful. Osborne et al. (2002) report that some respondents in their study raised 
questions about the value of professional community development workers. Professionals of this 
type were felt to inhibit as well as enhance community leadership skills, although the study team 
concluded that so long as their role was clearly defined and focused the risk of this could be 
minimised.  
 
Parkes (2000) refers to another type of specialist advice and asserts the importance of technical 
and research support in the Kings Cross area. In this case, staff and students at the Bartlett 
School at the University of London provided a variety of technical support over the years. Ouf 
(2002) also suggests that initiatives require the free flow of simple technical knowledge about 
alternative development decisions. However, he supports also the view that initiatives are best 
executed with the support of enthusiastic local leaders who have a degree of independence from 
the organising or sponsoring body.   
 
In his personal account, Parkes (2000) argues for recognition of the widest range of methods, 
techniques and support. He draws on his experience of working with the Kings Cross Group 
throughout the 1990s as it battled to secure community involvement in plans for the major 
redevelopment of this key site in central London. He focuses on what was done to keep a 
relatively large group of people (180 individuals and 90 group members) involved in the project 
over the course of a decade or more. A panoply of participation techniques were tried: 
 

We have therefore involved almost every possible means of community participation in 
planning, from ‘Planning for Real’ in 1990 to a design game for 6 and 7 year olds more 
recently….Our members have become so knowledgeable about the technical aspects of 
planning and transport that we are now ‘capacity building’ the planning officers who call our 
members for advice!  Who says community organisations are always the weaker partner? 
(2000: 262) 

 
In summary, a wide variety of techniques, methods and support is available to foster community 
involvement but there is no simple way of knowing which is best. Flexibility and variety are 
recommended by studies that focus on this aspect of involvement.  
 
Structures and processes 
 
Accounts tend to emphasise community and voluntary groups, on the one hand, and specially 
created structures such as area forums and partnership boards, on the other, as the basis for 
community involvement. Brennan, Rhodes and Tyler (1998) recognise the potential link between 
these two types of structure in describing the extent and pattern of community involvement in the 
establishment and management of SRB schemes. They found that only a handful could be said to 
be led by community or voluntary groups. In some areas, programmes of community capacity 
building were set up prior to seeking the active engagement of community groups, but it is not 
clear whether these were found to have generated more involvement.  
 
Accounts stress the role of well-resourced community based organisations, including those with 
representative roles. For example, the case studies in the McGregor et al. study illustrate that 
some community organisations, community-based housing organisations in particular, were well 
resourced in comparison with others. This allowed progress on the housing front and a degree of 
extension into other fields, such as local economic development, that was not possible elsewhere. 
McGregor et al. suggest that it might, therefore, be more productive to build on the relatively 
strong base of involvement they provide when looking to expand into other issues.  
 
Osborne et al. (2002) argue that intermediate bodies that serve as conduits for funds from above 
can take on an added importance in a rural setting and can do much to stimulate community 
involvement. They can help in: 
 
• targeting funds directly to rural communities; 
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• managing the burden of bureaucratic requirements associated with particular funding 
streams; 

• developing local community capacity and confidence; 
• linking different community involvement initiatives; 
• representing community views on more strategic level bodies; and 
• ensuring that community representatives on strategic and other bodies remain accountable 

to their local communities. 
 
In contrast, many studies focus on the participation of community representatives on area-wide 
partnerships established to manage the ABI. Such partnership structures are typically at the 
pinnacle of the work of specific ABIs. One key issue is the extent to which community 
representatives serving on such partnership structures can be expected to be representative of 
the diversity of communities.  The difficulty of the role of representative is described by a 
‘community professional’ interviewed by Anastacio et al. as ‘stuck in the middle’ between 
professionals and the community (p. 23). Different measures to resolve the difficulties of 
representation can create their own problems. Two types of measure were most commonly 
reported.  
 
First, community forums can bring community and voluntary organisations together to appoint 
community representatives onto partnership or other structures involving individual agencies. 
These forums can find it hard to build consensus or find a way of representing diversity. For 
example, McGregor et al. saw dangers in both filtering (where certain views are excluded, either 
intentionally or otherwise) and silting up (where channels are unable to cope with the volume or 
diversity of views) (1992: 112).  
 
In another case, Ashworth (2000) describes a Partnership Council established and fed by seven 
forums representing different interests in Nottingham. A constitution ensured that no single group 
could outvote the others and progress could only be made through consensus. While this 
approach was in general felt to be successful, there were difficulties and tensions.  These include 
the fact that some residents saw partnership working as ‘nothing short of collusion’ (p. 259), while 
many saw ‘the business sector as the enemy and public and voluntary sectors as not much better’ 
(ibid).  The working groups were often difficult to manage, especially in the early days and the first 
meeting of the Voluntary Sector Forum led to fights in the street outside the meeting. She also 
notes that the need for capacity building was not limited to local residents, and many other 
representatives needed training and support in learning to work in a less adversarial way. 
 
Khamis (2000) also draws on personal experience in writing about ‘what works in establishing 
community forums that make a difference’. He establishes his criteria for success as: 
 

Ultimately, the success of community forums and other consultative mechanisms needs to be 
judged against whether such forums enable communities in a deprived area to gain greater 
control over the quality of their lives. This comes down to a greater capacity to draw more 
resources into their area and to shape services and developments to meet local residents’ 
needs more effectively.  (p. 266) 

 
The second approach to securing involvement from minority groups is through the development of 
separate channels for involvement by particular groups (defined by factors such as age or 
ethnicity). Some authors say that these are as likely to be divisive as they are to promote more 
widespread involvement. Fitzpatrick et al. argue that the appropriate choice is not between either 
separate structures for minority interests or integration into partnership structures but instead 
there is a need for attention to the range of channels and activities required to secure inclusion. 
They conclude that youth forums ‘are not the solution to securing effective youth participation, 
although they can play a useful role if they are well organised and resourced, and integrated into 
wider structures’ (1998: 33). 
 
Finally, other authors endorse this view that structures alone cannot be expected  to engender 
involvement. Osborne et al. for example, explored the role of local leadership as an important 
component of building community skills and conclude that different leadership roles were required 
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at different stages in the development of local initiatives. At the outset, inspirational leadership 
was often most needed, with this giving way to managerial competencies as projects became 
more established. Eventually the skills of working in and with more complex networks came to the 
fore as projects expanded their operations from a relatively secure base.  It is worth noting that 
projects often found it difficult to adjust to these different requirements as they developed, not 
least because training and development opportunities were not always available to key project 
staff. 
 
Further, a range of different approaches to developing these skills and competencies were 
needed, but were not always available. The approaches included the use of ‘animateurs’, formal 
and more conventional training courses and some relatively novel and experiential approaches to 
learning. The study team conclude that: 
 

Formal training is perhaps more effective at developing strategic skills in individuals, while 
experiential learning has most impact at the community project level. (p. 40) 

 
Ouf (2002) argues that flexibility is more important than structure in discussing the use of a 
technique known as Disjointed Site Management (DSM) as a means of involving members of the 
local community in the redevelopment of older districts in Cairo. DSM involves the management 
of site based redevelopment work and is disjointed in the sense that it does not have to follow a 
set pattern of activity or even a standard approach.  
 
McGregor et al. (1992) also emphasise the potential of informal as well as formal mechanisms, 
using a case study of Maryhill (Glasgow). This demonstrated the value of informal channels of 
community participation, in which dialogue could be developed and private conversations 
between community activists and officials could take place without the need to adopt more public 
postures that might hinder effective discussion. The downside of this informality lay in its 
exclusivity and the potential it had for creating divisions between representatives and the wider 
community. Additional channels were also required to ensure communication with non-activists: 
 

More specifically, the surveys pointed to the relative ineffectiveness of public meetings and to 
the benefits of engaging directly with individuals through personal correspondence. (p. 111). 

 
The involvement of particular groups  
 
Many of the studies included in this review have acknowledged the importance of recognising that 
most ‘communities’ are in fact diverse and not homogenous and report difficulties in reflecting this 
diversity in the work of ABIs. Reports refer to the exclusion experienced by working class people, 
members of black and ethnic minority groups, disabled people, young people, women and 
homeless people (for example, Brownill and Darke, 1998; Anastacio et al. 2000; Fitzpatrick et al. 
1996; Ram, 1995; and Edwards, 2001). A few reports and papers focus explicitly on the 
involvement, or otherwise, of particular groups. This report has already drawn on some of these 
and here reviews some more of their key findings. 
 
In a series of unpublished research reports and in a synthesis report, Fitzpatrick, Hastings and 
Kintrea (1998) describe the difficulties faced by young people in disadvantaged communities and 
investigate the extent to which regeneration projects have met their needs. They also examine the 
extent to which young people had become active participants in these initiatives. The research 
involved case studies of 12 initiatives across the UK, with six followed up in greater depth. In total 
200 people were interviewed, including around 80 young people. 
 
They found that young people and adult decision-makers typically had very different views about 
the priorities of regeneration and the position of young people within regeneration plans and 
initiatives. Adults tended to focus on the perceived training and education needs of young people, 
while young people themselves were more concerned with changing the perceptions that adults 
had of them and of improving their relations with the police. Young people in the 14-19 year age 
range appeared to be most well catered for, while those who were over 20 felt neglected. 
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Drawing on the principle that young people warranted attention both in their own right and as the 
next generation of active citizens, local professionals rather than current activists initiated most 
activity to draw young people into the process. The study reports that the most common 
mechanism to secure the involvement of young people was the creation of young people’s 
forums. These ranged from formal structures with relatively generous funding, to looser groupings 
of young people with no independent resources. 
 
In many respects, the involvement of young people required greater support than their adult 
equivalents because young people were generally less confident and less experienced.  The level 
of turnover in young people’s engagement with youth forums was also often quite high, which 
created problems of sustainability. 
 
The report concludes that forums – typically comprising around 15 active members – did provide 
a visible and relatively formal channel for communicating with young people. Further, the profile of 
most forums reflected the ethnic, class and gender composition of the local population of young 
people, mainly due to the proactive stance taken by the youth workers who supported their 
development. However, they were not without problems, such as: 
 
• the lack of a sense of purpose; 
• a lack of integration with other decision making structures of the initiative; 
• a lack of democratic structures of accountability to the wider constituency of young people; 

and 
• a perception among both adults and other young people that forums constituted a token 

device to legitimise decisions taken by adults rather than to allow young people’s 
involvement to make an impact on projects.  

 
Nevertheless, it was also clear that these initiatives had a very positive impact on the individual 
young people who were involved. In this their experience represents something of a microcosm of 
the experiences of anyone involved in ABIs.  
 
Edwards (2001; 2002) analysed the experiences of and position within SRB initiatives of another 
excluded group: disabled people. She conducted a national postal survey and 80 interviews with 
regeneration managers, local authority officers, disabled people and people working for disability 
groups in three London boroughs between 1998 and 2000. She notes at the outset that disabled 
people are not prominent in the policy documents of regeneration in general or SRB in particular: 
 

disabled people are noticeably absent from the regeneration agenda at the national and local 
level. Disabled people tend not to be identified as consultees of regeneration schemes or 
indeed decision-makers in the policy process. Despite moves by the government to construct 
citizens as stakeholders, therefore, paternalistic attitudes, and the exclusivity of political 
processes still persist. (p. 124) 

 
Edwards identifies a number of barriers that face disabled people who want to get involved in 
regeneration:  
 
i. officers and managers of SRB schemes do not see disability as a key issue, even when they 

have a general commitment to work with excluded groups; 
ii. budget constraints within schemes would be challenged if adequate provision was made for 

disabled people; 
iii. disability is often felt to be beyond the technical capacity of most of those working within 

regeneration projects; 
iv. those working within disability groups often have poor knowledge of regeneration policies 

and programmes; 
v. many disabled people know little about the world of regeneration; 
vi. few disabled groups have the resources to engage effectively with regeneration 

organisations, especially in bidding for funds; 
vii. disabled people who are active in regeneration arenas often face considerable difficulties of 

accessibility; 



 

 24

viii. disabled people can face multiple forms of exclusion on account of their age, gender, 
ethnicity or class as well as their disability.  

 
She concludes by referring to the ‘disconnected worlds’ of disability and regeneration in which: 
 

The processes through which the SRB operates would seem to reinforce this exclusion, as 
centrally defined funding criteria and outputs constrain attempts by regeneration managers to 
target or involve disabled people. (p. 133) 

 
whilst at the same time: 
 

Disabled people’s involvement is also circumscribed from below by the lack of access to 
information and knowledge about the SRB. (ibid) 

 
Another review, focused on ethnic and gender diversity, chimes with Edwards’ conclusions. 
Brownill and Darke (1998) reviewed the evidence about the focus of local regeneration strategies 
and found that although women and members of minority ethnic groups are over-represented in 
areas targeted for regeneration, race and gender are rarely prioritised within regeneration policy 
at any level. They also found that women were often excluded or unable to participate effectively 
because of a combination of lack of confidence, economic discrimination and domestic 
responsibilities, while members of minority ethnic groups were excluded by the application of 
stereotypes and in some instances by language  and cultural differences. 
 
They found two approaches to placing race and gender on the agenda of regeneration bodies 
were prominent.  Firstly, universal strategies address these issues as part of a wider programme 
of tackling social exclusion, although questions are raised about the prominence achieved by race 
and gender in this approach. Secondly, specific policies are developed to tackle the exclusions 
and inequities of racism and patriarchy.  They share Fitzpatrick et al.’s (1998) view that ABIs are 
best placed if they adopt a mixture of universal and targeted (on particular groups) initiatives.  
 
Finally, in a recent study, Farnell et al. (2003) examine the ‘neglected dimension’ of faith 
communities in area initiatives. Their research in Bradford, Coventry, Newham and Sheffield 
comprised mainly in-depth interviews with national faith leaders, local activists from faith 
communities and others from non-clerical positions. Their main findings show that diversity can 
pose many types of challenges to policy processes: 
 
i. faith communities bring important resources to policy processes, including a strong 

commitment to social action over time, a commitment to listen to people, and spaces for 
informal activities, although there are significant inequalities in the extent to which different 
faith groups are willing and able to do this; 

ii. due to their highly diverse theologies, values and forms of organisation, effective 
engagement with faith communities usually requires a high degree of ‘religious literacy’ of 
officials and can present major challenges in reconciling religious and secular principles; 

iii. many active members of faith communities require more proactive forms of engagement 
than others and cannot simply be enlisted for relatively passive consultation events; and 

iv. differences of faith can lie at the heart of long term divisions within geographical communities 
and create fundamental problems for effective policy. 

 
Impact 
 
The impact of community involvement is frequently discussed but few authors provide a 
systematic discussion of how far it met the aims of the ABI or the aims set for it by actors or 
authors. This is not too surprising, given the low level of resources available to many studies, the 
complexity of measuring impacts and the long timescales over which impacts emerge.  
 
One of the most systematic accounts of impact is provided by Newburn and Jones (2002), who 
make clear that it is ‘outputs’ rather than ‘outcomes’ that are reported – the latter must come later, 
since the crime and disorder partnerships started work only after 1998. They document a number 
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of impacts on the priorities set by strategy documents and on early stages of implementation as a 
result of consultation by crime and disorder partnerships. These show achievements in relation to 
two of the three possible aims of community involvement identified in the earlier summary of 
government objectives for community involvement.  Overall, Newburn and Jones report that 36 
per cent of partnerships said that benefits outweigh disadvantages, 41 per cent said that costs 
and benefits were roughly equal and 19 per cent felt that costs outweighed benefits.  
 
In relation to social cohesion and social capital, Newburn and Jones identify ‘facilitating co-
operation and communication’ as  an important impact. This extended beyond the immediate 
impact on crime and disorder strategies to foster further forms of communication. As one 
divisional commander commented: ‘I would say that on the back of this we (the police) have 
strengthened our relationship with other agencies, and we have made new links with others’ (p. 
45).  
 
It was in the development of crime and disorder strategies that Newburn and Jones identify most 
impact. This in some cases involved strategies being altered to accommodate needs identified 
through consultation. More commonly and, they say, just as important, the priorities in draft 
strategies were re-ordered or confirmed through consultation. Some of the examples they cite are 
about acknowledging ‘minority’ issues, such as attacks on gay and lesbian people, domestic 
violence and racist crime.  
 
Below are discussed the impacts detected by other studies under the three headings identified 
earlier. 
  
Social cohesion 
 
There is mixed evidence about whether community involvement has a positive or negative effect 
on social cohesion, partly because this is often the area where authors feel least satisfied with 
what has been achieved and focus on communication and other barriers. Instead of social capital 
and cohesion the outcome can be frustration and alienation. For example, there are several 
accounts of ways in which community involvement has been marred by barriers such as ‘lack of 
accessible information, inappropriate times for meetings, lack of childcare provision, lack of 
transparency in decision making, and lack of tangible results from the process’ (Anastacio et al. 
2000: 43). Dobbs and Moore (2002) also report some instances of existing tensions being 
exacerbated by working together.  
 
However, more positive impacts on social cohesion are detected by many authors. For example, 
Dobbs and Moore’s (2002) account of involving local people in surveys required for planning 
purposes reports that impacts on the community included greater ownership by local people of 
the findings and any subsequent local policy developments, and a greater sense of identification 
with the local area – especially areas that had been artificially constructed to suit the requirements 
of the regeneration process. 
 
Further, providing information enables them ‘to begin to understand their current position and 
ultimately to act on issues which have a direct impact on their own lives’ (p. 168). While 
established cultures of bureaucratic working were not fundamentally challenged, there were 
instances of a greater commitment to community empowerment and the establishment of more 
trust. The overall impression was of improvement: 
 

on the whole there was evidence of individuals beginning to embrace the new culture of 
openness and being willing to be tolerant of the constraints that agency and voluntary sector 
representatives might be facing within their own organisations. (p. 169) 

 
Trust is a major issue in Docherty et al.’s (2001) study that tests whether lower levels of trust in 
local government exist in poor areas. The highest level is in a mixed area, not the subject of a 
Social Inclusion Partnership, but levels of trust are similar in the two SIPs and in another mixed 
area higher trust is strongly associated with a belief that the area is improving and with housing 
association tenure (Goodlad et al. 2003). However, the household survey shows lower levels of 
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trust between residents and community activists in SIP areas compared with non-SIP areas, a 
worrying finding given the emphasis in public policy on community groups as representatives of 
the community.  
 
Ouf also finds benefits in bringing people together through DSM: 
 
• the fact that it is site-based allows different people to get involved in the work at different 

times of the day to suit the rhythms of their daily lives; 
• it allows for informal communications with a variety of groups, many of whom are likely to be 

marginalised and unlikely to respond positively to more formal means of communication such 
as written requests or invitations to attend formal meetings. 

 
Shaw and Davidson (2002) also detect positive impacts in their study of the use of non-statutory 
elections to provide community representation on NDC Partnerships in Newcastle. In the West 
Gate area of Newcastle, the turnout in NDC elections exceeded that in the preceding local 
elections by up to 23 percentage points and also succeeded in producing a more diverse set of 
representatives than is often found on local councils: of the nine elected, four were women and 
three were from the area’s Asian communities (p. 10). These elections contribute to a ‘continuum’ 
whereby residents have greater choice in the nature and extent of their involvement and: 
 
• enhance the legitimacy of the community representatives elected to the Board; 
• have an educative role in respect of elections and the NDC; and 
• allow different sub areas of the NDC area to have direct and formal representation. (p. 10) 
 
Similarly, from the social surveys of local perceptions Rhodes et al. point to the way that 
involvement can foster further involvement:  
 

Although changes in community perceptions cannot be directly linked to participation rates in 
SRB initiatives, it is suggested that communities exhibiting a more positive attitude towards the 
social fabric and operation of their community are more likely to participate in further 
regeneration activities. (2002: 59). 

 
Hughes and Carmichael (1998) reach similar conclusions, drawing on research from the Shankill 
area of Belfast. Their case study examines the practicalities of partnership work around the 
initiative of ‘Making Belfast Work’ (MBW).  The success of MBW in securing funding from the 
European Union’s URBAN initiative demonstrated that, at least superficially, it satisfied the 
requirement to develop a genuine partnership between various interests, including those of local 
communities. 
 
McArthur (1995) also suggests that there is evidence of some changes to the working practices of 
officials following community involvement.  They had become more accessible to local groups; 
and had adopted a more local focus to some aspects of their work. Further, they had begun to 
communicate in a more open style and used less jargon. However, he suggests that these 
marginal changes have been confined mainly to the level of individuals and have not been 
systemic. 
 
In summary, although the evidence is mixed and not definitive about the relative weight of positive 
and negative impact, most authors appear to agree that positive impacts on social cohesion 
outweigh negative and include: 
 

• greater co-operation, communication and contact between participants and others, which 
fosters further communication in future; 

• ownership of the outcome of involvement and any subsequent policy developments;  
• a greater sense of identification with the local area; 
• a greater tolerance by all of the constraints under which public and community 

representatives operate;  
• some positive signs of trust being developed; and  
• a sense of partnership and some changed working practices in official agencies. 
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Public policy and service delivery  
 
Many authors report that community involvement has had a positive impact on planning, service 
delivery and other aspects of ABIs’ objectives. As Anastacio et al. recount:  
 

A community representative … commented: “We do have some influence on the board”, and 
continued to provide examples of groups, such as refugees and homeless children whose 
needs had been placed on the agenda (2000: 30).  

 
However, amidst the positive reports, some problems are identified in the literature. Many authors 
see practical difficulties with the way that involvement is organised but are generally positive 
about the potential of involvement to achieve instrumental gains for the community. Despite the 
difficulties, most authors reviewed here are reluctant to give up on community involvement (for 
example, McArthur, 1995: 64; McGregor et al. 1992; and Anastacio et al. 2000). 
 
In contrast, some authors see such dangers in community involvement that they are unsure 
whether the balance lies in its favour. Cooke and Kothari’s collection (2001) is the main example 
in this review. One such danger is said to be that of incorporation, whereby those who were once 
vociferous in their protests are sucked into a more docile position either by rewards or by the 
burdens of overwork. One current view about the value of the emphasis on community 
involvement in public policy sees it as a device for obscuring both social exclusion and the 
inadequacy of public policy in tackling it (Imrie and Raco, 2003). A variation of this problem lies in 
the possibility of some grass roots organisations losing direct contact with some key statutory 
bodies at the expense of less focused representative structures and hence finding that their 
capacity to press for improvements is compromised.  
 
Despite the perceived weaknesses of community involvement processes and structures, many 
authors report positive impacts on public policy and service delivery. Dobbs and Moore, for 
example, describe how: 
 

community involvement in evaluation by employing, training and supporting local residents to 
carry out a range of baseline and impact surveys … (led to) the data (going) beyond the initial 
requirements of the partnerships to provide an insight into issues identified as significant by 
the community (2002: 157). 

 
Further, the members of the teams were paid at the going (university) rate for the job; they were 
employed, albeit temporarily; their skills were enhanced; and their self confidence and sense of 
self-esteem increased. Within three months, 50 per cent of all the individuals involved had found 
further work, and in several cases they were exploring ways of acquiring additional qualifications 
to be able to continue with research work. 
 
More prosaically, Rhodes et al. report that: 
 

Where community involvement has been significant in SRB schemes there has often been a 
definable impact in terms of the effectiveness of the scheme in meeting its targets and 
developing a more robust forward strategy. (2002: 46) 

 
McArthur (1995) also suggests there is evidence of community involvement helping to shape 
regeneration strategies. Often this involved a broadening of the regeneration agenda to include a 
wider range of social as well as economic goals. On the Wester Hailes estate, local concerns with 
childcare and crime were incorporated into the work of the Partnership and McArthur argues that 
this appears to be repeated in other areas. Further, initiatives involving community partnerships 
almost inevitably produce unintended consequences and spin-offs that can sometimes be 
harnessed for the benefit of the local community. However, McArthur also cites cases where 
community groups have taken up positions completely at odds with both national policy and the 
goals of the Partnership and failed to achieve their wishes – for example, in resisting stock 
transfers and tenure change.   
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Kintrea’s (1996) conclusion of a case study of a Paisley neighbourhood is also that community 
involvement made a positive difference: 
 

It is not fanciful to suggest that community action did much to keep Ferguslie Park in the vision 
of politicians and officials, and may have been instrumental in its identification as an Urban 
Partnership in the first place. (p. 299) 

 
McGregor et al. (1992) agree that in some of their case study areas the profile of the area had 
been raised ‘and almost certainly secured additional investment and resources for the area as a 
result’ (p. 115). While acknowledging the limitations of drawing on only a few case studies, 
McGregor et al. conclude that their research has demonstrated the potential for community 
involvement to make a positive difference: 
 

The community-based housing initiative at Dalskeith and the formal participation of the 
community in the Ferguslie Park Partnership may bring lasting gains where other initiatives 
have failed in the past. (p. 115) 

 
Dibben and Bartlett (2001) focus on best value in their study of the extent to which public 
involvement resulted in change in the ways that local authorities deliver services. They report 
mixed outcomes about impact on service from semi-structured interviews with a range of actors in 
four contrasting local authority areas. This study has been included because of its relatively 
robust research design and the richness of the empirical data generated. 
 
They found some correlation with the extent and type of community involvement used in each 
case study area. In one area, small changes in service were aimed for and achieved through 
dialogue with some service users. Those involved felt that, by and large, their views had been 
heard and had been influential but, because the anticipated changes had been substantially 
constrained from the outset, the exercise as a whole was felt to be little more than a ‘talking shop’. 
In another case, a community development approach was taken with a view to developing 
additional services and this was felt to be successful by all parties. The service users felt a real 
sense of achievement. The third case study achieved less change. A postal survey was used to 
elicit suggestions for changes to existing services and also to further enhance the council’s 
reputation for being responsive to users. Although individual participants gained little personally 
from the exercise, either in terms of services that they proposed or through being more involved in 
decision making, they found this level of engagement acceptable. 
 
In the final case, public meetings were held as part of a consultation exercise with tenants. Many 
tenants felt their views were not taken into account. Moreover, officers concerned saw the 
exercise as mainly about driving through a set of proposals to which the authority was already 
committed. 
 
In conclusion, Dibben and Bartlett suggest that their analysis shows: 
 

an association between clarity of purpose, an intention to empower service users, careful 
selection of methods, innovative changes in provision and the extent to which the users felt 
empowered through the process. (2001: 56) 

 
In summary, although authors report some practical difficulties with the way that involvement is 
organised these are insufficient to overturn the generally positive findings of most authors of the 
impacts on public policy and service delivery that include: 
 

• policy and service effectiveness and realism;  
• inclusion of issues such as childcare as well as economic aims into strategies and action;  
• employment and training; and 
• enhanced visibility of the area and its needs. 
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Due process 
 
The third positive impact of community involvement is in the sense of inclusion, self-respect and 
self-esteem that comes from active citizenship. Hughes and Carmichael provide a reminder of 
how hard this can be to achieve in many ABIs:  
 

The task of engaging the local community was beset with difficulty. The main objective…was 
creating a climate of inclusively and maintaining the co-operation of the more marginalised 
members of the community. (1998: 216) 

 
Nevertheless, their research was able to develop some comparative measures and allow them to 
conclude that: 
 

Whilst the arrangements in Greater Shankill for community involvement and development are 
acknowledged to be less than perfect, the relative success of the approach is highlighted by 
the failures of similar attempts at community consultation through partnership in an adjacent 
district of the city. (1998: 219) 

 
They conclude that the Greater Shankill partnership demonstrates that it is possible to secure 
community involvement and that: 
 

the sense of ownership and extent of empowerment generated augurs well for the project’s 
successful implementation. (1998: 222) 

 
Dobbs and Moore also found evidence of positive impacts on local residents who were able to 
feel more involved in processes of regeneration: 
 

there was also an obvious levelling of power between community representatives and other 
previously dominant stakeholders…this helped to level the field. (2002: 168-9) 

 
Docherty et al. show that adverse local contexts can be overcome and they provide evidence that 
one of the SIPs succeeded in generating relatively high levels of involvement because of the 
combination of physical improvements and efforts to support participation. A sense of inclusion 
was strongly associated with a feeling that the area was getting better:  
 

residents’ engagement with the governance process was influenced by the political institutions 
and public policies affecting the area. Broadly, people felt it worthwhile to participate because 
such participation was having an effect in securing improvements and because they felt they 
were listened to. (2002: 2245) 

 
In summary, evidence that community involvement can generate a sense of inclusion, self-
respect and self-esteem comes from several studies although few authors make explicit this 
aspect of impact. A sense of empowerment, a levelling of power between community 
representatives and other stakeholders, and a sense of inclusion were all reported.  
 
This conclusion suggests that the beneficial impacts of community involvement are mutually 
reinforcing. Social cohesion, a perception that material improvements are resulting from 
community involvement and a sense of self-respect from inclusion generate a feedback loop that 
encourages further involvement.  
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5. What works? Lessons and good practice guidance  
 
Many authors suggest that there are lessons to be learned from their findings. The first is that 
lessons can be learned, as Kintrea concludes from a case study of a regeneration partnership. He 
says that lessons of previous attempts to engender involvement had not been learnt and that to 
some extent an opportunity was wasted: ‘As far as community participation is concerned the 
Partnership considered here seems to have taken few if any lessons from that experience in its 
early years’ (1996: 304). 
 
Here these are outlined under five topic headings: 
 

• processes and structures for involvement; 
• the nature of community; 
• evaluating involvement; 
• attitudes and expectations; and 
• support and resources for community involvement. 

 
Lessons  
 
Processes, structures and methods for involvement 
 
Many authors conclude that ABIs could have planned better for involvement. Aspects to be 
thought about in advance include approach, structures, roles, processes, methods and resources. 
Ideally, policy for community involvement is developed with community input (Chapman et al. 
2001). Osborne et al. say it is important to clarify the nature of community involvement across a 
range of activities from direct engagement in project management to more selective involvement 
in strategic planning. The role expected of the community should be clearly articulated at the 
outset (Carley et al. 2000) and several authors argue that ABIs should map out and build on 
existing community activity (for example, Chapman et al. 2001).  
 
That said, many authors also stress the need for flexibility. ABIs will not achieve their community 
involvement goals unless they develop an approach to programme and project development that 
allows strategic goals to be changed in the light of community involvement (Chapman et al. 2001). 
Structures should remain transparent and open to increasing participation over the lifetime of the 
ABI.   
 
Osborne et al. also suggest that the pattern of community involvement will inevitably be uneven. 
They stress the need to use different organisations and structures in developing involvement 
mechanisms and ensuring good upwards and downwards links between them. Getting the right 
type of person, in the right project, at the right level of engagement and at the right stage of the 
project is hard and chance is likely to play a major part in the alignment of all of these aspects 
(Osborne et al. 2002). 
 
Many authors feel they can offer lessons about the formal structures that exist for community 
involvement, such as partnership boards. Newburn and Jones provide a useful summary of 
lessons learned about particular consultation methods (2002: 47-50). Partnerships were most 
likely to report difficulties with methods such as questionnaires and surveys when engaging in 
consultation. Hastings et al. (1996) and Fitzpatrick et al. (1998), for example, argue that meetings 
of ABI partnership boards are often run like meetings of private sector companies: with very 
formal agendas, limited discussion, rapid decision-making, and use of jargon. This style of 
meeting is usually not conducive to the active or effective involvement of community 
representatives. Certain individuals in key roles – the chair of a local partnership board for 
example – can be very influential in determining the style of and scope for effective community 
involvement.  
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Further, complex structures of formal representation do not always capture the enthusiasm and 
commitment of local residents and hence can be counter-productive to the wider goals of 
involvement. They may provide arenas of involvement but these may not be the most significant 
arenas of decision making. They may also lead to concerns among local residents that existing 
mechanisms for involvement will be by-passed (Hastings et al. 1994; and Fitzpatrick et al. 1998).  
The effectiveness of involvement appears to vary by policy area and there is some evidence that 
topics such as housing, poverty and young people’s prospects are more susceptible to effective 
involvement than economic development, employment and training (McGregor et al. 1992; 
Docherty et al. 2001). This may be because local residents have greater confidence in their own 
expertise and practical experience in these areas.  
 
Attitudes and expectations 
 
Implicit or explicit in some authors’ accounts of lesson learned is criticism of officials for being 
inadequately committed to community involvement (Anastacio et al. 2000; Brownill and Darke, 
1998, for example). Some writers suggest that partners, especially public sector partners, do not 
understand the processes and consequences of a community development approach (Carley et 
al. 2000). Ashworth (2000) and several others see a need for greater recognition of the principles 
underlying the process of involvement, in particular the importance of respecting the different but 
equally valuable contributions that people from different backgrounds can make. Some partners 
do not always welcome a strong community voice, especially if there are difficulties in reaching 
agreement on issues of local concern. Nor do they always welcome being held to account by 
articulate and self-confident community representatives. In summary, Burns and Taylor, in 
presenting an audit tool to measure community participation, argue that more can and should be 
done: 
 

to ensure that public bodies and others involved in partnerships give more priority to 
community involvement (2000: 1). 

 
The expectations held of community representatives by fellow citizens and by officials can create 
difficulties. Officials can expect higher standards of representativeness and accountability than 
apply to the other partners (Hastings et al. 1994), while citizens can expect their representatives 
to be altruistic and selfless (Docherty et al. 2001). Ashworth (2000) points to the importance of 
officials taking the risk of being honest with local residents, especially about the real limits on 
change, about the comparative costs of different activities and about the likely timescale for 
seeing meaningful change.  
 
Further, local residents do not always share the perception of some local professionals about the 
purpose of involvement. Officials may feel that the primary benefits of involvement lie in the 
personal development of community activists. However, it is likely that the priority for local people 
is to achieve policy or service or other tangible gains for their area (Docherty et al. 2001). These 
instrumental motivations to secure local improvements drive many of the community members 
who become involved, though the outcome may well include personal development (Goodlad, 
2002).  
 
The nature of community 
 
The need to acknowledge the diversity of communities is one of the key issues on which 
consensus is apparent. ABI managers should consult and involve a wide spectrum of community 
views including excluded groups and pursue participation at different levels simultaneously. 
Chapman et al. (2001) are among several authors who see ‘valuable lessons’ to be learned about 
the need for ABIs to be clear about what constitutes the local community and should seek to be 
as inclusive as possible.  
 
Edwards (2001), Brownill and Darke (1998), Anastacio et al. (2000) and Fitzpatrick et al. (1998) 
are amongst those who argue for particular groups to be taken into account. The prescriptions for 
improvements to policy and practice derived from studies of involvement by particular groups – 
that clarity of purpose is important, that dedicated support staff are needed and that the particular 
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group can learn much from other schemes – apply to many involvement activities regardless of 
which group is involved. Newburn and Jones report that crime and disorder partnerships were 
concerned that they did not have appropriate methods to consult ‘hard-to-reach’ groups. 
 
Further, in seeking to involve a range of community members, it needs to be remembered that 
local residents who are not active or involved often have little idea of the nature of the ABIs or of 
the more active involvement of some of their local peers (Hastings et al. 1994).  
 
Some authors point to the way in which successful community involvement can lead officials to be 
concerned that a small number of people (‘the usual suspects’) are dominating involvement. 
However, while there is evidence of local professionals expressing disquiet at the longevity of 
some people’s role as representatives, there can also be a problem of turnover and the 
consequential loss of community memory and experience (Fitzpatrick et al. 1998). 
 
Osborne et al. (2002) draw a helpful distinction between those who are likely to be involved from 
the community at the strategic level and at ‘grassroots’ level. In the former, reliance is often 
placed on proxy representatives of the community such as a community leader or community 
development worker. At the more grassroots level there is greater scope for the involvement of 
local residents in project work, while linking the two levels is the position of ‘community proxies’ 
who can be held accountable by their communities. They conclude that:  
 

The key lesson here is not to counterpose these differing types and levels of community 
involvement in rural regeneration partnerships, but rather to ensure that inward and downward 
linkages between them are in place. (2002: 38) 

 
Evaluating involvement  
 
Monitoring and evaluation is considered poor in ABIs. Several authors say lessons can be learned 
about the need to ensure that appropriate measures of success are built into monitoring and 
evaluation frameworks. These should be concerned with both measures of success with 
community involvement per se, and also the impact it has had on wider ABI objectives. The 
absence of such rigorous evaluation frameworks makes it difficult to measure final outcomes and 
to identify precisely the key contributing factors, such as community involvement.  
 
Evaluation should cover the range of aims seen for community involvement, including those 
concerned with community capacity building, confidence building, skills development and training, 
as well as community involvement in the wider aims of the ABI (Chapman et al. 2001). Osborne et 
al. (2002) highlight the important contribution of evaluation in supporting involvement. It can help 
to measure not only the impacts of involvement but also the processes by which it works. Carley 
et al. (2000) consider it essential to measure success in relation to community confidence, skills 
and experience, and residents’ views of the impact of involvement.  
 
Finally, some authors take issue with the perception of some of their interviewees that community 
involvement delays the operations of ABIs. They argue that it does not appear to prevent the 
achievement of final outcomes  (Hastings et al. 1994; Fitzpatrick et al. 1998). 
 
Support and resources for community involvement 
 
There is probably more unanimity on the importance of providing resources to stimulate and 
sustain effective community involvement than there is on any other issue. A number of lessons 
are set down, though little is said about what adequate levels of funding would be. Carley et al. 
(2000) call for a budget and plan for community development, training and capacity building to be 
adopted from the start of partnerships. In rural areas small scale funding can often make a major 
impact not least in helping to overcome the costs of living and travelling in areas of population 
sparsity (Osborne et al. 2002).  
 
Individuals playing representative roles on more formal regeneration bodies require very focused 
support to maximise their effectiveness, including help in understanding policy jargon, discussion 
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of agenda items prior to formal meetings, and the development of strategies for intervention at 
meetings. Community representatives can take a long time to find their feet and feel able to 
perform effectively. Sometimes this coincides with a growing sense of disillusionment with the 
pace of and scope for change in the locality (Anastacio, 2002).  
 
Carley et al. make a useful distinction between resources for supporting community involvement 
per se and resources for the ABI. In doing so they make a point about the connection between 
these two types of resources since community involvement, no matter how well resourced, will not 
deliver what people want unless the ABI can ensure that resources are deployed to make the 
changes people want. They call for devolved budgets and local budgeting mechanisms so that 
local areas are properly empowered to affect local service planning and quality assessment 
(others would see the need as being more to ‘bend’ mainstream budgets).  
 
Osborne et al. see evidence that resources have to be sustained over time. They note that many 
participants in their rural study felt that too much emphasis in policy and practice was devoted to 
encouraging community involvement in the early stages of an initiative and not enough to 
ensuring its sustainability. In particular the often small pool of committed individuals was prone to 
exploitation and to burn-out.  
 
Ashworth (2000) and several other authors see a need to build the capacity of all participants, not 
just community members, not least in helping to challenge the prejudices that many people hold 
about those from different sectors. Community work staff can have a positive impact on other 
officials (Holden and Craig, 2002) as well as on the formation of new community groups, their 
effective operation and their influence in other more formal political arenas. This support can be 
needed for a number of years before it bears fruit (Hastings et al. 1994; Fitzpatrick et al. 1998).  
 
Guidance to policy makers and professionals 
 
There are many overlaps between the lessons learned and the guidance about good practice 
provided in the research. Here we concentrate on guidance offered to particular types of 
participants in ABIs, particularly professionals and policy makers. Most guidance is explicitly or 
implicitly directed at them; however, a few authors target a greater number of audiences and one 
such example is Fitzpatrick et al.’s (1998) ‘practical suggestions’ in four parts, aimed at 
regeneration practitioners and decision makers, youth workers, community organisations and 
young people, respectively.  
 
Edwards recommends a number of changes that professionals and policy makers could make to 
improve the involvement of disabled people: 
 
• re-defining disability, more in favour of the social rather than medical conception and thereby 

allowing disabled people and the barriers they face to be recognised as relevant to what 
ABIs do; 

• identifying disabled people at a strategic level, especially in national and regional policy 
documents that invite bids for regeneration funds and provide the context in which such bids 
will be judged; 

• ensuring that all programme managers are aware of their responsibilities under the Disability 
Discrimination Act; 

• providing more time for consultation, especially in defining priorities at a local level so that 
more genuinely inclusive programmes can be developed; and 

• ensuring that information is available in accessible formats so that disabled people can know 
of participation opportunities and what are seen as local issues. 

 
Whilst recognising the specificities of these recommendations, it would appear that if they were to 
become accepted within the mainstream of ABI policy and practice, a much wider range of people 
would also benefit. 
 
Botes and van Rensburg’s (2000) review of community participation in urban development, from 
South Africa, offers a list of nine ‘plagues’ that blight participatory development and 12 
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‘commandments’ that try to overcome them. The ‘commandments’, apparently aimed at 
development workers, include: 
 
• demonstrating an awareness of one’s outsider status (as a development professional); 
• respecting the contribution of indigenous communities; 
• becoming good facilitators and communicators; 
• promoting co-decision making; 
• being prepared to communicate both project successes and failures; 
• believing in principle such as solidarity, compassion, respect and collective unity; 
• listening especially to the most vulnerable members of communities; 
• guarding against the domination of some interest groups; 
• encouraging cross-sector collaboration; 
• acknowledging the importance of process as well as product; 
• releasing the energies of communities; 
• helping communities share the fruits of their development equitably. (p. 53-54) 
 
Nearer home, Chapman et al. (2001) set out a number of principles deemed important in 
achieving effective community participation in ABIs and these read as if they are mainly aimed at 
policy makers and practitioners: 
 
• trust among all partners; 
• equality of formal powers; 
• clarity of roles and responsibilities; 
• agreement to listen; 
• power sharing; 
• accessible and transparent decision making structures; 
• empowerment; and 
• training, skills development and education for all partners. 
 
Carley et al.’s (2000) factors that contribute to the effectiveness of partnerships seem to be 
targeted at a variety of types of partner as well as partnership managers: 
 
• effective political and executive leadership; 
• the use of visioning techniques to enable all relevant stakeholders to construct a shared 

vision of the future they hope to achieve; 
• the translation of the broad vision into workable objectives, through the systematic 

preparation of an action plan; 
• drawing local businesses into the partnership; 
• achieving a reasonable balance between inclusiveness and efficiency in the day to day 

operations of partnership and management structures; 
• fostering a culture of partnership in which all members are tolerant of the different emphases 

of their fellow partners and of their different capacities; 
• allowing time for the skills and attributes of effective partnership working to develop among 

all members; 
• building the community into partnership structures. (vi-viii). 
 
Khamis (2000) identifies a further set of factors affecting the success of community involvement 
measures. These include: 
 
• ensuring that any involvement structures have legitimacy in the eyes of local residents; 
• achieving this by deciding on the formal basis for representative involvement and 

accountability, whether by election or by giving all residents a direct vote on, for example, a 
community forum; 

• clarifying the precise powers of any involvement mechanisms, such as the power to make 
decisions or to express opinions that are non-binding; 
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• ensuring that forums and other opportunities for involvement are transparent and accessible 
to all sections of the local population, including not holding too many meetings or holding 
them at times that some people would find difficult; 

• establishing a clear institutional position for any forum or equivalent, especially in relation to 
other formal managerial mechanisms; 

• recognising the social diversity that is likely to exist in any area, including diversity in views 
about proposed developments and in inclination to get involved. 

 
Finally, Khamis emphasises the importance of good communication in developing effective and 
sustainable structures of involvement: 
 

The key to all this is good communication, and there can almost never be too much 
communication in this context. Consultation events and community forum meetings need to be 
well advertised, authoritative sources of information established and progress reported widely. 
(p. 266) 

 
In a review of 13 ‘pathfinder’ schemes funded under the Scottish Executive’s Working for 
Communities programme, Brown (2002) presents findings on four aspects of community 
involvement. Firstly, in respect of community consultation and awareness raising carried out 
during the early stages of a programme, the main good practice points include: 
 
• careful planning and preparation of consultation processes and events; consultation methods 

should be chosen to suit the circumstances; 
• time for consultation should be built into the lead times for project and programme 

development; 
• it is important to use skilled and experienced facilitators, including those experienced in 

working with particular groups; 
• it is important to feed back the results as promptly as possible; and 
• working with and through existing groups can be particularly effective. 
 
Secondly, in relation to training and capacity building, an important message is that a variety of 
different opportunities for training and support is needed by most ‘communities’ that contain 
diverse populations with different needs: 
 
• training and capacity building benefits from operating from a local base, usually at which 

other activities take place; in other words it can be unrealistic to expect local residents to 
travel far in order to receive training and support of this type; 

• ICTs such as video can be especially effective in developing self-confidence and the 
capacity to express local issues in imaginative and engaging ways; 

• there is a need to offer the opportunity to move on to more advanced and sophisticated 
forms of training; and 

• joint training for residents and members of local communities and local professionals can be 
especially effective. 

 
Thirdly, in respect of project management, good practice advice is: 
 
• that direct employment of local residents is valuable, not least in demonstrating the capacity 

of local people to cope with such jobs; 
• be aware of the possible dangers of out of hours pressures on local resident workers and the 

risk of intimidation; 
• it is beneficial to have residents serving on project management boards or committees; and 
• a variety of levels or degrees of involvement is required and there is a need to provide 

ongoing and variable types of support. 
 
Finally, in terms of widening involvement beyond a relatively narrow range of people, the review 
found some instances of good practice such as a local youth council that provided young people 
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to help manage a local youth service and a steering group that drew up an action plan that 
attracted new people to join the group running a community health shop.  
 
What does not work? 
 
Some authors provide fairly lengthy commentary on the lessons learned from ‘bad’ experience of 
community involvement in ABIs. Newburn and Jones, for example, discuss the ‘limits’ of 
consultation. These can be summarised as: methodological limitations; timing limitations; lack of 
consistency in officer commitment, sometimes due to staff turnover; duplication with other 
consultation exercises leading to a feeling of overload in the community; and a perception by 
some agencies that they are carrying an unfair burden of the costs of consultation.   
 
Kintrea (1996) offers six reasons why community involvement was not as effective as it might 
have been in a neighbourhood regeneration ABI: 
 
i. community partners had little tangible to offer the formal Partnership, because it was not a 

statutory body with clearly defined roles and responsibilities; 
ii. the location, purpose and objectives of the Partnership were not established from the outset 

and in the environment of tough negotiating and bargaining that ensued, community interests 
did not often prevail; 

iii. the agenda was dominated by a central commitment to tenure change and opposing views 
were treated as ‘community intransigence’ and ignored; 

iv. community organisations, even experienced ones, were ‘left trailing in the wake of a speed 
and complexity of decision making it could not keep up with’ (p. 302);  

v. the Partnership chose not to build on existing structures of community representation., but to 
develop its own complex arrangements; and 

vi. the main community forum was expected to represent a population of over 5000 on 
numerous committees with virtually no professional back up or training. 

 
Hence, although Kintrea draws positive overall conclusions about the impact of community 
involvement, many of his more specific observations and findings are rather more negative: 
 

the analysis of this paper is not just that the officials and politicians in Ferguslie Park needed 
more experience in the techniques of participation, but that the whole process of identifying 
and progressing the partnership was antipathetic to effective community involvement. (p. 304)  

 
Anastacio et al. (2000) make the observation that approaches to community involvement will tend 
to engage effectively only with the most powerful groups and interests in a community unless the 
local patterns of diversity are recognised from the outset.  They also make a number of mainly 
critical observations based on the views of local participants, including: 
 
• a feeling that agendas are often set in advance and are not in practice open to change 

through community involvement or consultation; 
• the priorities of local groups are often subordinated to the priorities of those managing 

involvement activities; 
• local groups feel that they are defined according to the extent to which their agendas 

coincide with those of the local authority or with private sector (usually developer) interests; 
• residents often experienced great pressures on their time from involvement in representative 

or consultative mechanisms; and 
• ABI programmes can make or break ‘community stars’ depending on factors such as the 

extent to which they are able to act as mediators between the community and the ABI. 
 
Foley and Martin’s (2000b) consideration of the scope for effective community involvement more 
generally in the context of the introduction of Best Value leads them to observe that: 
 

While community involvement is therefore seen as an important means of delivering on many 
of the present government’s key manifesto commitments, the experience of previous 
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regeneration initiatives, and of attempts to decentralise local services, suggests the need for 
caution. (p. 485) 

 
This need for caution is supported in their citing of the results of a survey conducted in a Best 
Value pilot authority, in which only 20 per cent of residents said they would like to have more say 
in how their local services were run. The survey also found that those who wanted to be more 
involved tended to favour relatively passive forms of consultation such as postal surveys, rather 
than more interactive approaches such as meetings, citizens’ juries or ‘consensus conferences’ 
(p. 486).  
 
Other surveys have found that the public as a whole does not necessarily want to devote 
substantially more time to public affairs although it wants to be kept informed and given the 
opportunity to participate, even though people do not often take it up. National surveys report that 
most people ‘just vote’ (Parry et al. 1992; Docherty et al. 2001). This raises questions about the 
expectations of community involvement held by public policy and whether they are reasonable – 
questions that are not well-answered by the literature. It is possible that the sense of 
disappointment and accusations of apathy that can characterise discussions of community 
involvement reflect unrealistic aspirations by policy makers and professionals. However, the 
skewed nature of civic participation in which certain groups such as better-educated citizens tend 
to dominate is rightly a matter for public policy attention.  
 
Given this, it is a notable if qualified advance that ABIs can make a difference to civic 
engagement, as occurred particularly in one of the two SIPs studied by Docherty et al.:  
  

‘residents’ engagement with the governance process was influenced by the political 
institutions and public policies affecting the area. Broadly, people felt it worthwhile to 
participate because such participation was having an effect in securing improvements and 
because they felt they were listened to. (2001: 2244-2245)  
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6. Conclusions and future research 
 
The specification for this review asked for conclusions to be drawn about the following questions: 
 

- What works with regard to achieving effective community involvement? 
- What are the quantifiable beneficial outcomes regarding community involvement? 
- How robust are the evaluation methodologies used to assess these outcomes?  
- What is the balance of costs and benefits in securing these outcomes? 

 
The following brief discussion shows that the review has made more progress with answering 
some of these than others, largely as a consequence of the limitations of research in this area.  
 
What works with regard to achieving effective community involvement? 
 
This question begs a number of other questions. These are addressed in turn. 
 
Effectiveness at what?  
 
The research is not often very clear about the answer to this question, while providing a lot of 
advice on lessons learned and ‘good practice’. The research literature is particularly and 
surprisingly silent on the purposes seen for community involvement by officials and other 
stakeholders at ABI level. The taken for granted character of community involvement and the 
personal commitment of many researchers and funders of research seem to have got in the way 
of more rigorous empirical research design. The research reviewed tends to conflate different 
types of impact without distinguishing clearly between developmental, instrumental and due 
process purposes. That said, the sheer volume of usually qualitative case study research, and its 
broad agreement on what constitutes good practice in this field, provides an impressively large 
body of overlapping and similar advice on aspects such as appropriate processes and techniques 
of involvement. 
 
The simplest approach to saying what works with regard to achieving effective community 
involvement is to see the issue as one of achieving community involvement for its own sake. This 
‘due process’ purpose of community involvement is not given much prominence in the literature 
reviewed yet it is very apparent in the comments that interviewees provide in many studies. There 
is evidence that residents who get involved appreciate being accorded respect, they want to feel 
that their involvement is welcomed, they feel marginalised if no one appropriate is listening, and 
they resent barriers that prevent their involvement. However, residents also want to see a more 
tangible outcome from their involvement, since that is likely to be why they got involved in the first 
place.  
 
More attention is given in the literature to the community and personal development aims and 
outcomes of community involvement, and to the instrumental gains it may bring about, for 
example to service planning. Mixed impacts are reported, with evidence of positive impact on 
activists and professionals who learn a lot, including about one another’s needs, if circumstances 
are favourable. However, there is also evidence of participants feeling frustrated and disillusioned 
if they do not feel their involvement is welcomed or if they do not achieve their policy and area 
improvement objectives. The largely qualitative evidence about impact is therefore contradictory 
in pointing to positive as well as negative impacts of involvement. Further, insofar as there is 
evidence of the personal development benefits enjoyed by activists, this needs to be qualified by 
the evidence that non-activists do not make such gains. However, in contrast, the impact that 
community involvement makes on tangible programmes and service improvements does extend 
beyond the activists to all who benefit, for example from improved services.  
 
Few studies are able to relate the impacts they observe systematically to the wider objectives and 
outcomes of the ABI concerned. For some this is because outcomes are still in the future. For 
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others it is because they focus on community involvement and how to improve it rather than on 
wider objectives. Overall evaluations of ABIs were limited in the attention they gave involvement.  
 
Involvement in what? 
 
Most of the research reviewed deals with community involvement that is concerned with 
individuals or representatives of community or voluntary organisations getting involved in public 
policy ‘both in designing what is to be done and in implementing it’ (Social Exclusion Unit, 1998, 
para. 2.3). Much less attention is given in this literature to the participation of people in a variety of 
types of voluntary and community organisations, for their own or others’ benefit. Some attention is 
given to how ABIs can ensure an infrastructure of support for the voluntary sector but the 
research does not go on to examine what effect this has on the development of the voluntary 
sector itself or the extent to which this leads to more voluntary participation. The third, informal, 
form of community involvement through neighbourliness, family and friends is given very little 
attention. 
 
In relation to involvement in strategy, implementation, service planning, and service delivery the 
evidence suggests that there is more involvement in strategy and service planning than on 
service delivery or the implementation of ABI programmes. This may be because of the timing or 
focus of studies, although some gave specific accounts of impact in particular policy areas such 
as crime prevention and housing. Or it may be because it is harder for ABIs to bring about user 
involvement in long-established mainstream services that paradoxically offer some of the most 
promising opportunities for extending civic engagement. 
 
What form of involvement?   
 
In terms of what forms of involvement are most effective at getting people and groups involved, 
the conclusion has to be that this varies significantly according to local circumstances. These 
include the history of previous initiatives and relationships; the purpose of the current 
involvement; how far practice matches purpose for different groups; the type of people targeted 
for involvement; the level of resources devoted to the exercise; the degree of planning achieved 
so that activities are not rushed; and the type of activities or decisions that local residents are 
being invited to get involved with.  
 

In areas with a long history of regeneration programmes, community involvement was quicker 
to set up, but was more likely to be dogged by burnout, suspicion of short-term initiatives, the 
complexity of structures, disillusionment, and local politics (Brown, 2002: 5).  

 
Many authors emphasise that processes of involvement are as important as structures for 
involvement. However, some of the most systematic evidence about what works is found in 
studies (such as Newburn and Jones, 2002; Brown, 2000; and Dobbs and Moore, 2002) that 
provide data on particular methods and structures for involvement. However, it is not possible to 
conclude that community visioning events, for example, are inherently effective or more effective 
than public meetings, for instance. It depends on the circumstances in which they are being used.  
What might work in any particular setting depends on a very careful analysis of what is intended 
to be achieved, the careful selection of an appropriate technique and its application to a very high 
standard. For example, in areas where regeneration programmes have been run in the past it can 
be easier to identify and recruit local community leaders or representatives, but more difficult to 
overcome the disappointments of past failures and the complexities of local relations. 
 
Involvement by whom? 
 
Several authors emphasise that many people in addition to residents are affected by community 
involvement. For example, France and Crow (2001) argue that the ‘community’ is not just made 
up of local people who live in the area where a programme is to be run, it also includes 
professional workers who have either managerial responsibility for services in the area or who 
provide front line service. Others emphasise the need for professionals to be supported in their 



 

 40

community involvement work and others see specific training needs such as in designing surveys 
(Newburn and Jones, 2002).  
 
Several authors argue that there is evidence that not enough is yet being done to include minority 
or disadvantaged groups in ABIs. Further, greatest success is being achieved in attracting 
activists rather than ordinary residents into community involvement in ABIs. Whether this is 
inevitable or not is possibly less important than the support provided to assist community groups 
to extend the number of people involved in them. Nevertheless, there is a good deal of evidence 
that ABIs are extending the range of people who would normally participate in local or central 
governance.  
 
Finally, if part of the rationale for community involvement is that it allows alternative views and 
priorities to emerge, then a degree of opposition and conflict is inevitable. The effective 
management of these conflicts is important to the success of any ABI: effective management 
does not equate with the repression of conflict or with the transfer of key decision making arenas 
to other settings. It requires a patient and collaborative ethos among local professionals in which 
disagreement and conflict is dealt with in a mature manner.  
 
What are the quantifiable beneficial outcomes? 
 
Many studies reported beneficial outcomes of community involvement. However, few attempted to 
develop quantifiable measures and inevitably much reliance was placed on perceptions of impact. 
There is a tendency for studies to concentrate either on community activists or on officials for their 
reports on outcomes, and relatively few provide evidence from less active residents. Others 
raised the issue of the possible divergence between activist and citizen perceptions, sometimes 
drawing on focus groups as a way of judging that. Perceptions of the case for involvement and 
more significantly the consequential impacts of involvement often vary substantially among and 
between different groups. This makes it hard to weigh what is often qualitative evidence to reach 
a view about impact, efficacy, benefits of involvement and so on. For examples, officers may 
develop more positive views of the benefits of involvement in ABIs than residents: 
 

Officials were very positive about the community involvement in the Great Northern pathfinder, 
but community partners had mixed views. After two years, they felt that there was little to show 
the community in terms of practical outcomes, and that a culture change was still required 
throughout departments and agencies. (Brown, 2002: 4) 

 
Many authors acknowledge that community activists may be motivated by the desire for 
instrumental gains from their involvement. Impacts on policy processes, projects, public services 
and other aspects of ABIs are therefore discussed but not measured. Some authors would 
consider it their task to understand how these benefits were achieved rather than measure them.  
 
In summary, it is in the nature of this difficult aspect of evaluation that any benefits cannot be 
easily quantified or associated causally with particular forms of involvement. However, the review 
team does not hold the view that no useful research can be done, but nor does it underestimate 
the practical difficulties of designing robust studies of this type. None of this is surprising, given 
the disparate aims of the studies, few of which set out to document outcomes in any quantifiable 
way.  
 
How robust are the evaluation methodologies?  
 
Many studies did not discuss the general approach they were taking to methodology and left 
implicit the view that their authors held of the role and purpose of community involvement. 
Although some of the studies allowed a more robust form of comparative analysis, it was much 
more common among the studies reviewed for the methodology to be poorly articulated.  This 
does not, of course, mean that the methodology was poor, simply that it was not always fully 
described. Government departments or agencies usually funded the studies that provided the 
fullest accounts of approach as well as method.  
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The most common methods used were depth interviews and focus group discussions, applied in 
a small number of case studies. Several studies drew on postal surveys of officials such as 
partnership managers and this method was usually combined with case studies to provide a more 
rounded picture. Three studies used household surveys as part of a wider range of methods. This 
enabled them to achieve a deeper understanding of the processes at work that had created 
statistical associations in the survey data.  
 
It would be inappropriate to make any simplistic comparison of the inherent strengths and 
weakness of different approaches or of quantitative and qualitative methods, since they are 
designed for different purposes. However, it would be fair to conclude that in some cases of 
qualitative research reviewed here the evidential base for passionately advanced conclusions was 
not always apparent. There is therefore a need for more high quality qualitative research to 
support the claims made for the benefits of community involvement and to explore the outcomes 
more systematically. In addition there is sometimes an essential need for household survey or 
other data to enable policy effectiveness to be assessed more comprehensively. 
 
What is the balance of costs and benefits? 
 
As already indicated, studies included in this review did not set out to compare the costs and 
benefits of community involvement. Many studies set out to illustrate the benefits of involvement 
that had been established a priori. Few even considered the possible costs, let alone set them 
against the possible or actual benefits. Only one study reported what managers felt about the 
balance between benefits and costs. It is not clear that the conclusion of other studies would be 
the same or that community members would reach the same conclusions as officials. However, 
several authors focused on costs to support the argument that resources are required to make 
involvement effective.  Some studies describe the consequences of poor involvement, both in 
theory and in practice, and argue that the costs of providing support for community involvement 
should be recognised more in public policy. But they did not go far in quantifying what resources 
were used in the ABIs they studied or in suggesting what levels of what types of resources are 
required.   
 
A more robust study would require a clearer framework for considering these and other issues 
than is currently available. Alongside the costs of involvement, consideration could be given to the 
difficult issues of the costs of poor involvement and the costs of non-involvement.  It is now time 
to move beyond the findings of the review to consider the issue of future research. 
 
Future research 

Burton (2003) has argued that a more differentiated conception of community involvement in 
neighbourhood regeneration is required if more sophisticated notions of what works in this field  
are to be developed.  This differentiation consists of developing each of the three relevant 
dimensions: which community or public? what degree of participation? what type of decision 
making? These reflect the questions used above to break down the general question of what 
works with regard to achieving effective community involvement:   
 

• Effectiveness at what?  
• Involvement in what? 
• What form of involvement?   
• Involvement by whom? 

 
In thinking of future research, there is scope for more of the same type of study of specific 
aspects of participation and involvement reviewed here. More care could be taken in some study 
designs and more effort could be made to learn from general literature about democratic theory 
and practice, social capital, attitudes towards and practices of civic engagement and so on. 
However, studies will remain marginal in their impact on policy and open to challenge if they 
cannot be conducted using more robust methods and forms of analysis.  
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Larger scale research is required that combines qualitative and quantitative methods and 
advanced statistical as well as qualitative analysis, while taking advantage of some existing 
research instruments and expertise. In view of the complex nature of community involvement, 
qualitative methods are essential as part of any research design. Quantitative data is required too 
to measure public attitudes and behaviour. But quantitative methods cannot attribute cause and 
effect to statistical associations or identify the subtle and intangible factors that case studies so 
regularly identify. Such extensive research techniques and more quantitative forms of analysis 
require larger sums of money than are generally available to studies of the type reviewed.  
 
Such studies would have to be designed in such a way as to be able to test relationships between 
the various practices of community involvement and the outcomes of area-based initiatives. One 
possible approach would be to design a study that contained the following components: 
 
• construction of a research team of experts in the evaluation of complex social programmes, 

ABIs in particular, but also with expertise in democratic theory and community involvement;  
• development of a set of hypotheses for testing about the purpose and effects of community 

involvement in ABIs; 
• careful design of a set of case studies with common research instruments used to explore 

qualitative aspects of ABIs with citizens, officials and other stakeholders and involving focus 
group discussions with citizens; 

• collection of data on impacts in case studies to include identifiable instrumental effects as well 
as developmental and ‘due process’ effects of involvement; and 

• use of an existing survey instrument such as the British Social Attitudes Survey to collect data 
for a representative sample of the population, extended to include questions about community 
involvement at neighbourhood or other area level; and to provide a boosted sample from 
areas that are the subject of ABIs. 

 
Finally, it would be an important starting point for such research to be clearer about the 
hypotheses about community involvement in ABIs than much of the research reviewed here. 
Such hypotheses about the effects of community involvement in ABIs would be generated from 
accounts in social theory that stress the integrating effect of social interaction and from 
democratic theories about the value of participation (Held, 1995). It would be hypothesised that 
coming together with neighbours, friends, associates or officials has a vital effect in three mutually 
reinforcing ways:  
 

• It fosters social connectedness, demonstrated in social capital and enhanced trust in 
government and fellow citizens, and improved government performance, measured by 
responsiveness to citizens’ aspirations.  

• Social interaction enhances the prospects for social equality (or inclusion), directly by 
improving living conditions and life chances and indirectly by the personal development 
and increased confidence that participation can bring.  

• Community involvement restrains disorder and redirects individual lives into socially and 
economically productive roles (Buck, forthcoming).  

 
Democratic theory emphasises the first and second of these three effects of involvement, seeing 
community participation as a fundamental feature of democratic governance. Crudely, three 
rationales for participation are advanced, one ‘developmental’, another ‘instrumental’ and a third 
characterised as due process. The developmental or educational effect of involvement on 
individuals and hence on society is said to foster a democratic political culture conducive to 
further participation and has an integrative effect in aiding the acceptance of collective decisions. 
Second, the outcomes of democratic political processes – decisions – are accorded legitimacy 
since they reflect the interests of those who participated in the process of decision-making and in 
a democracy of equal citizens that should mean all have their interests represented. Third, the 
process of participation is justified on the grounds of due process. Citizens should be given an 
opportunity to participate, irrespective of outcomes: participation is a right.  
 
Empirical research could identify which rationales for involvements are detectable in the attitudes 
and actions of key actors or citizens generally in two ways. First, what do stakeholders consider 
the purpose of community involvement to be in ABIs? Second, what is the impact of involvement 



 

 43

on social capital, social inclusion and social order? Does it make a difference to the quality of life 
of participants and if so in what ways?  
 
Finally, recent political theory has argued that embedded inequalities in society are reproduced in 
governance processes and this is echoed in the findings of many studies, including those 
reviewed here. The efforts made by ABIs to recognise and support particular groups would 
therefore be an important feature of any research.  
 
In summary, the studies reviewed in this report provide partial and mixed answers to the 
questions that arise when considering what works in community involvement in ABIs. Important 
research gaps remain and could be filled by more robust studies as well as more of the same type 
reviewed here. 
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Annex 1  
 
Protocol - Home Office Review of Community Involvement in Area-Based Initiatives 
 
Background 
 
As part of its work on civic renewal, the Home Office is concerned with both the extent and 
effectiveness of community involvement in all aspects of civic life.  The Active Communities Unit 
(ACU) within the Home Office is charged with increasing community involvement by five per cent 
by the year 2006.   
 
Although a large number of government schemes, including area-based initiatives (ABIs), have as 
an objective greater community involvement, there is a lack of evidence of what works in this field.  
Therefore, to inform its contribution to the forthcoming spending review, the Home Office wishes 
to commission a more focused and systematic review of research evidence on the effectiveness 
of community involvement ABIs. 
 
ABIs are not new.  Measures designed to alleviate poverty, ill health and poor housing in given 
areas have been used for at least one hundred years in Britain and the Home Office itself 
sponsored a major scheme of this type, the Community Development Projects, from the late 
1960s onwards.   
 
An important feature of many of these initiatives, and one which has been even more prominent in 
recent years, is the belief that bottom-up approaches are better than top-down ones.  In other 
words, it is assumed that schemes which reflect the views and aspirations of the people who live 
in the targeted areas will be more effective than schemes that are driven more by the views of 
others – civil servants or politicians from elsewhere and professionals who do not live in the area 
even if they work there.  It is also commonplace to assume that the involvement of local residents 
in the management and development of ABIs is an effective way securing this bottom-up 
perspective. 
 
However, these assumptions have rarely been tested in any systematic and rigorous way.  Many 
studies comment on the desirability of achieving greater community involvement and some have 
analysed the consequences of failing to engage local communities. Most studies take the form of 
evaluations, both formative and summative, in which the focus is on the overall impact of the 
initiative and the value for money achieved.  Few studies set out exclusively or systematically to 
measure the effectiveness of community involvement in meeting these broader objectives. 
Hence this review provides a welcome opportunity to collect and analyse a wide range of studies 
that address in one way or another the connections between community involvement and the 
effectiveness of ABIs. 
 
Objectives 
 
This review will assess the literature on community involvement in area-based initiatives and 
attempt to identify what works, what does not work, what is promising and what is unknown. 
 
Criteria for considering studies for this review 
 
A preliminary consideration of the field suggests that few studies have been designed specifically 
and exclusively to investigate the impact of community involvement on the effectiveness of ABIs.  
There are probably few studies designed according to experimental principles with control cases 
and before and after measurement.  It is more likely that studies of the overall impact of ABIs will 
have considered the issue of community involvement in passing.  Similarly, more general studies 
of community involvement are likely to examine a wider range of policy initiatives, including but 
not limited to ABIs. 
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ABIs have been described as publicly funded initiatives targeted on areas of social or economic 
disadvantage, which aim to improve the quality of life of the residents of that area through multi-
faceted programmes of intervention.  This review is concerned mainly with programmes targeted 
on sub-city areas and will not generally include studies of regional programmes, unless these 
have more spatially focused components. 
 
Community involvement can cover a range of possibilities and the review will include studies of 
initiatives to involve individuals, groups, populations and representatives in various aspects of the 
planning, design and delivery of programmes.  The review is interested in studies of any particular 
categories of people involved in some way in ABIs, including those focusing on women, members 
of minority ethnic groups, children and young people, and older people. 
 
The review will, therefore, include: 
 
• studies of the impact of community involvement on the effectiveness of ABIs; 
• studies of community involvement in a wide range of policy initiatives with some degree of 

spatial targeting; 
• studies of ABIs that make only passing reference to community involvement and its 

significance.   
 
The review will not be limited by study design. 
 
The review will only include material published after 1980. 
 
The review will only include studies (including their summaries) published in English. 
 
Search strategy for identification of studies 
 
The review will draw on the following sources of information about relevant studies: 
 
Databases 

 
Various, but including ASSIA, Sociological Abstracts, EconLit, IBSS/BIDS, Planex, SIGLE 
and Acompline 
 

Web sites 
 
UK government departments 
NDPBs e.g. Audit Commission, NAO, Countryside Agency/Commission 
Local authority associations e.g. LGA, LARIA 
Non-statutory bodies e.g. Urban Forum, BTEG, CDF, NCVO etc 
 

Manual searching 
 
Contents pages of relevant journals, post 1980  
 

Professional contacts 
 
If possible, draft results will be sent for comment to key professionals in the policy, 
academic and practice fields. 

 
Methods of review 
 
From the key word search of databases and other sources, titles and abstracts will be obtained.  
These will be screened wherever possible by two readers against the selection criteria described 
above. 
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Full text versions of all relevant studies will be obtained and subject to a second screening. 
A coding form will be used to collect specific information about each study judged to be relevant 
to the review. 
 
Results 
 
It is anticipated that the final report will be organised around two broad themes: 
• what do the studies say about the most effective means of involving people in ABIs, ranging 

from general principles to specific techniques; 
• what do studies identify as the benefits of effective involvement, in general and in their 

particular cases(s). 
 
The review will be presented to the Home Office by July 2003 and publication is anticipated 
shortly after. 
 
It is possible that the review will be updated in the future as new evidence accumulates and 
funding becomes available.  
 
Statement concerning conflicts of interest 
 
While members of the team have contributed to research in this field, they have no vested interest 
in the outcomes of this review or any incentive to present the findings in a biased manner. 
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Appendix A  
 
Search strategies 
 
1. Preferred strategy where appropriate for the search engine 
 
(((((((((development near (initiative* or scheme* or project* or program* or activit* or partnership* 
or action or strateg*))))))) 
 
OR ((((((redevelopment near (initiative* or scheme* or project* or program* or activit* or 
partnership* or action or strateg*))))))) 
 
OR ((((re-development near (initative* or scheme* or project* or program* or activit* or 
partnership* or action or strateg*))))) 
 
OR ((((((area* near (initiative* or scheme* or project* or program* or activit* or partnership* or 
action or strateg*))))))) 
 
OR ((((((communit* near (initiative* or scheme* or project* or program* or activit* or partnership* 
or action or strateg*))))))) 
 
OR ((((((urban near (initiative* or scheme* or project* or program* or activit* or partnership* or 
action or strateg*))))))) 
 
OR ((((((rural near (initative* or scheme* or project* or program* or activit* or partnership* or 
action or strateg*))))))) 
 
OR ((((((local* near (initative* or scheme* or project* or program* or activit* or partnership* or 
action or strateg*))))))) 
 
OR ((((((zon* near (initative* or scheme* or project* or program* or activit* or partnership* or 
action or strateg*))))))) 
 
OR ((((((((neighbo?rhood* near (initative* or scheme* or project* or program* or activit* or 
partnership* or action or strateg*))))))))) 
 
OR ((((((district* near (initative* or scheme* or project* or program* or activit* or partnership* or 
action or strateg*))))))) 
 
OR ((((((social near (initative* or scheme* or project* or program* or activit* or partnership* or 
action or strateg*))))))) 
 
OR ((((((regenerat* near (initative* or scheme* or project* or program* or activit* or partnership* or 
action or strateg*))))))) 
 
OR ((((((renewal near (initative* or scheme* or project* or program* or activit* or partnership* or 
action or strateg*))))))))) 
 
AND 
((((((((local* near (involve* or engage* or paticipat* or consult* or empower* or develop*))))))) 
 
OR ((((voluntary near (involve* or engage* or participat* or consult* or empower* or develop*))))) 
 
OR ((((district* near ( involve* or engage* or participat* or consult* or empower* or develop*))))) 
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OR ((((neighbo?rhood* near (involve* or engage* or participat* or consult* or empower* or 
develop*))))) 
 
OR ((((citizen or citizens) near (involve* or engage* or participat* or consult* or empower* or 
develop*)))) 
 
OR ((((group or groups) near (involve* or engage* or participat* or consult* or empower* or 
develop*))))  
 
OR ((((popular near (involve* or engage* or participat* or consult* or empower* or develop*))))) 
 
OR ((((public near (involve* or engage* or participat* or consult* or empower* or develop*))))) 
 
OR ((((communit* near ( involve* or engage* or participat* or consult* or empower* or 
develop*)))))))) 
 
2. Alternative combination for less sophisticated search engines 
 
(((development or redevelopment or re-development or area* or communit* or urban or rural or 
local* or zon* or neighbo?rhood* or district* or social or regenerat* or renewal) near (initiative* or 
scheme* or project* or program* or activit* or partnership* or action or strateg*)) 
 
AND 
 
((local* or voluntary or district* or neighbo?rhood* or citizen or citizens or group or groups or 
popular or public or communit*) near (involve* or engage* or paticipat* or consult* or empower* or 
develop*))) 
 
Notes: 
a) If databases did not use NEAR, this needed to be replaced with AND 
b) If the database could not AND these two sections together, they should be searched 

separately 
 
3. Strategy for more basic search engines, using multiple individual searches 
 
development near (initiative* or scheme* or project* or program* or activit* or partnership* or 
action or strateg*) 
 
(redevelopment or re-development) near (initiative* or scheme* or project* or program* or activit* 
or partnership* or action or strateg*) 
 
area* near (initiative* or scheme* or project* or program* or activit* or partnership* or action or 
strateg*) 
 
communit* near (initiative* or scheme* or project* or program* or activit* or partnership* or action 
or strateg*) 
 
urban near (initiative* or scheme* or project* or program* or activit* or partnership* or action or 
strateg*) 
 
rural near (initative* or scheme* or project* or program* or activit* or partnership* or action or 
strateg*) 
 
local* near (initative* or scheme* or project* or program* or activit* or partnership* or action or 
strateg*) 
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zon* near (initative* or scheme* or project* or program* or activit* or partnership* or action or 
strateg*) 
 
neighbo?rhood* near (initative* or scheme* or project* or program* or activit* or partnership* or 
action or strateg*) 
 
district* near (initative* or scheme* or project* or program* or activit* or partnership* or action or 
strateg*) 
 
social near (initative* or scheme* or project* or program* or activit* or partnership* or action or 
strateg*) 
 
regenerat* near (initative* or scheme* or project* or program* or activit* or partnership* or action 
or strateg*) 
 
renewal near (initative* or scheme* or project* or program* or activit* or partnership* or action or 
strateg*) 
 
local* near (involve* or engage* or paticipat* or consult* or empower* or develop*) 
 
voluntary near (involve* or engage* or participat* or consult* or empower* or develop*) 
 
district* near ( involve* or engage* or participat* or consult* or empower* or develop*) 
 
neighbo?rhood* near (involve* or engage* or participat* or consult* or empower* or develop*) 
 
(citizen or citizens) near (involve* or engage* or participat* or consult* or empower* or develop*) 
 
(group or groups) near (involve* or engage* or participat* or consult* or empower* or develop*) 
 
popular near (involve* or engage* or participat* or consult* or empower* or develop*) 
 
public near (involve* or engage* or participat* or consult* or empower* or develop*) 
 
communit* near ( involve* or engage* or participat* or consult* or empower* or develop*) 
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Appendix B  
 
Proper nouns of area-based initiatives 
 
(Action on Estates Programme*) 
(Action Team for Jobs) 
(Action Teams for Jobs) 
(Active Community Programme*) 
(Business Brokers) 
(Business Start-Up Scheme*) 
(Capital Modernisation Fund*) 
(Childrens Fund*) 
(City Action Team*) 
(City Challenge*) 
(City Growth Strategy*) 
(City Pride) 
(Coalfields) 
(Communities Against Drugs) 
(Community Champion*) 
(Community Chest*) 
(Community Development Project*) 
(Community Development Trust*) 
(Community Empowerment Fund*) 
(Community Initiative*) 
(Community Legal Service Partnership*) 
(Community Programme*) 
(Community Strategy*) 
(Comprehensive Community Programme*) 
(Creative Partnership*) 
(Crime Reduction Programme*) 
(Developing Local Voluntary Action 
Programme*) 
(Drug Action Team*) 
(Education Action Zone*) 
(Educational Priority Area*) 
(Employment Zone*) 
(Estate Action*) 
(Ethnic Minority Outreach Service*) 
(European Regional Development Fund 
Area*) 
(European Social Fund Area*) 
(Excellence Challenge*) 
(Excellence in Cities) 
(Fair Share*) 
(Framework for Regional Employment and 
Skills Action) 
(Health Action Zone*) 
(Healthy Living Centre*) 
(Healthy Schools Programme*) 
(Home Zone*) 
(Housing Action Area*) 
(Housing Action Trust*) 
 
 

 
(Housing Market Renewal Fund*) 
(Initiative at the Edge) 
(Inner City Partnership*) 
(Local Initiative Fund*) 
(Local Strategic Partnership*) 
(Low Demand Pathfinder Scheme*) 
(Market Towns Initiative*) 
(Neighbourhood Learning Centre*) 
(Neighbourhood Management) 
(Neighbourhood Nursery Centre*) 
(Neighbourhood Renewal Fund*) 
(Neighbourhood Support Fund*) 
(Neighbourhood Warden*) 
(New Community School*) 
(New Deal* for Communities) 
(New Entrepreneur Scholarship*) 
(New Housing Partnership*) 
(New Life for Urban Scotland) 
(New Start) 
(Opportunities for Volunteering) 
(Partnership Development Fund*) 
(Playing Fields and Community Green 
Spaces) 
(Positive Futures) 
(Priority Estates Project*) 
(Priority Partnership Area*) 
(Recovered Assets Fund*) 
(Regional Centre* for Manufacturing 
Excellence) 
(Safer Cities) 
(Safer Communities Initiative*) 
(Single Regeneration Budget*) 
(Smaller Retailers in Deprived Areas) 
(Smaller Urban Renewal Inititative*) 
(Social Inclusion Partnership*) 
(Spaces for Sports and Arts) 
(Sports Action Zone*) 
(StepUP*) 
(Street Warden*) 
(Sure Start Plus) 
(Sure Start*) 
(Tenant Management Cooperative*) 
(Urban Partnership*) 
(Urban Programme*) 
(Urban Regeneration Company*) 
(Urban Task Force*) 
(Warm Zone*) 
(Working for Communities Pathfinder*) 
(Youth Inclusion Programme*) 
(Youth Music Action Zone*) 

 
 
*used in search processes to allow for possibility of plurals. 
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Appendix C  
 
Numbers of finds by database 
 
Databases searched using main search terms and ABI terms 
 
Database Main search terms ABI terms 
 
ASSIA 

 
3143 

  
306 

 
EconLit  

 
1765 

 
796 i 

 
IBSS/BIDS 

 
4386 

 
312 

 
Planex 

 
4632 

 
3828 

 
Sociological Abstracts 

 
103 

 
ii 

 
Notes: 
i. Combined with Sociological Abstracts 
ii. Combined with Econlit 
 
Databases searched using customised search terms  
 
Database No. of finds 
 
Acompline 

 
2300 i 

 
Criminal Justice Abstracts 

 
116 

 
GeoRef/Social Science Abstracts together  

 
8 

 
Inside  

 
374 

 
Joseph Rowntree findings 

 
102 

 
Public Affairs Information Services  

 
20 

 
Renewal.net  

 
Not calculated 

 
SIGLE 

 
19 

 
Notes: 
i. Estimated figure. Printed copies only received and entries not hand counted. 
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