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Executive summary 

The project 

The action research project aimed to discover how existing tools can be used by 
communities to: 

• describe their experiences of community empowerment 

• measure the extent of their own empowerment 

• compare the suitability of different models to different types of groups and 
circumstances.  

The research team selected the most community-friendly models for measuring 
empowerment and asked a number of groups to road test them.  The findings were then 
used to produce guidance describing what a good empowerment experience looks and feels 
like from the communities’ perspectives.  

Background 

The research was commissioned by the Community Development Foundation on behalf of 
the National Empowerment Partnership (NEP). The NEP, managed by CDF and delivered 
through regional partnerships, has worked with public authorities, voluntary organisations 
and community groups to increase the number and quality of community empowerment 
opportunities and to build a body of information and evidence of the impact community 
empowerment can have on individuals, communities and policies. 

As an output of the NEP, previous research by COGS and the Evaluation Trust reviewed 
existing tools for quality assuring empowerment experience. The report gave a brief outline 
of each model and highlighted their intended usage. This review was the starting point for 
the action research carried out in this project.  

The research 

The research focused on what made examining empowerment experience meaningful from 
the perspective of community groups, rather than service providers or public bodies.  

From the list of tools in the COGS / Evaluation Trust report, the action research team 
selected seven tools for testing. These were chosen because they included an 
empowerment dimension and appeared to be most suitable for use by communities. 

An open call was issued through the regional empowerment partnerships (REPs) and 
voluntary and community sector (VCS) infrastructure and network organisations. A total of 
twelve diverse groups were then selected to take the project forward.  

Each group was visited once by a research team member to explain the purpose and 
timescales of the action research project and to go through the model in detail. 
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During the course of the project, three of the groups dropped out due to changing 
circumstances and competing priorities on the volunteers’ time. Within the timescale of the 
project, replacement groups could not be found. This meant that only five of the original 
seven tools were tested: 

• Community empowerment scorecard 
• Conditions for successful empowerment 
• Hear by right 
• Making community participation meaningful 
• Voice  
 

Each group tested one model. During the road test, most groups only had access to ‘light 
touch’ external support via e-mail and phone to clarify language, advice on how to be 
inclusive and help with tailoring the tool, where necessary.   

Groups fed back to the research team through individual telephone interviews according to 
a set interview schedule and through a workshop attended by representatives of groups 
which had used four out of the five tools.  

Key findings  

On the whole, the groups reported that taking part in the action research had been a 
positive and useful experience. The participants reported that good empowerment involved 
a number of factors, including some that might need to be supplied externally. These were: 

• support from a facilitator, especially at the start-up stage 

• leadership to provide energy and drive 

• collective vision and shared sense of responsibility 

• resources and capacity, such as access to information, knowledge, management skills 

• good experiences that can reinforce people’s commitment and sense of influence  

• an external environment that encourages involvement from community members 
not just in relation to statutory bodies, but also private sector partners and the 

larger voluntary organisations. 

While using the tools gave groups a greater sense of clarity over the vision, functions and 
needs of their own organisations, there were a number of barriers to using even previously 
road tested and peer reviewed tools. While a detailed description of how each tool was 
used is included in the main report, the main cross-cutting issues experienced were: 

• Difficulties with the language used – words like discrimination or strategic relationships 

were new to some community members, requiring explanation and discussion. 



Community empowerment experiences, Gilchrist et al (2011) 

Community Development Foundation 5 

• Issues surrounding literacy – literacy cannot be assumed even when group members’ 
first language is English. This points towards the need for good facilitation. 

• The need for support and guidance – while many of the tools had been road tested 

with communities before, the emphasis in this research on communities working 
with tools themselves exposed the real difference in time management, 

understanding and focus that can result from lack of facilitation. 

• If groups work on using a tool, they naturally want something out of it. Many of the 
volunteers were not especially motivated by frameworks for measuring or evaluating 

community empowerment in general. They preferred (and therefore prioritised) 

activities that were about their own aims and the empowerment experience from 
their own group practices. Organisations used the tools variously to ‘take stock’, 

elicit service user feedback or conduct internal planning or review exercises.   

 
Key messages  

For community groups: 

• Never underestimate the value of honest, searching discussion within the group 
about your aims, objectives and underlying assumptions. This should be undertaken 
regularly and if possible with skilled independent facilitation. 

• You can use tools for a quick review or for a deep examination of the organisation. 
You can use parts of tools that seem most appropriate now and return to other 
features later. Do not be afraid to use what is useful to you. 

• Smaller, newer groups may wish to choose a structured tool that takes them 
through a series of exercises in order, to build capacity (Voice, Making participation 
meaningful). 

• More established groups may wish to implement a checklist approach (Conditions 
for successful empowerment, Hear by right). 

• Groups or organisations with a clear element of service provision may wish to use a 
combined surveying and discussion method for eliciting service user opinion 
(Community empowerment scorecard). 

For public authorities: 

• Recognise that most community groups are primarily set up to pursue the aims and 
objectives set by their members. 

• Provide support for such groups if you want them to engage with your 
empowerment work, especially those communities who find this more difficult, for 
example because of language or time pressures. 
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• Acknowledge that this may take more time than you are expecting and that you will 
need to change how you behave and how you communicate with communities. 

• Listen carefully to what communities are saying and respect their views by 
committing resources and effort to improving how community empowerment 
strategies genuinely increase the influence of communities over decision making. 

Conclusion 

Government policy on the ‘Big Society’ requires citizens and community groups to be well-
motivated and resourceful. This research provides some key lessons for both current policy 
and general community practice. It is worth noting that nearly all the groups saw 
empowerment in terms of their own capacity, rather than suggesting what needs to happen 
in the external environment. This reiterates a long-standing view that effective 
empowerment requires community development support and capacity building for 
communities as well as for public institutions, such as local authorities. 
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Glossary 

Community Empowerment 

Activities and processes which increase people’s ability to influence decisions which affect 
them.  Also the result of such activities – the feeling of having more influence and control. 

Community Engagement 

Involving members of the public in decision-making about plans, budgets and services 
through the use of various mechanisms to inform, consult, and share responsibility over 
what happens in their communities. 

Influence 

The ability to affect what happens and to impact on decisions. 

Capacity building 

Making sure that people have the skills, knowledge, confidence and motivation to achieve 
their aims and to influence and implement shared decisions. 

Community 

A set of people who have interests in common, such as shared location, ethnicity or 
experiences, and who are connected through regular interaction. 

Community development 

An approach to working with communities that builds long term capacity and seeks to 
involve participants in decision making, based on equality and mutual respect.  

Quality assurance 

Establishing standards of good practice and carrying out an assessment of current 
practice against them. It is a way of ensuring that a product or service will satisfy the given 
requirements for quality. 
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1 Introduction 

1.1 Context 

For several years government policy has encouraged local authorities and other public 
bodies to involve members of the public in decision-making about a range of issues.  While 
previous approaches have tended to focus on individuals, more recent policies have 
prioritised community empowerment, recognising that, if people are to be effective in 
influencing the decisions that affect them, they need to work together. Community 
empowerment also recognises that people may need support to enhance their capacity to 
organise and to deliberate, using community development and similar approaches.    

The National Empowerment Programme (NEP), managed by CDF and delivered through 
regional empowerment partnerships (REPs), has worked with public authorities, voluntary 
organisations and community groups to increase the range and quality of community 
empowerment opportunities and to build a body of information and evidence of the impact 
community empowerment can have on individuals, communities and policies. Over the years 
a number of tools have been developed by various agencies to assess the extent to which 
communities have indeed been encouraged to participate and be effectively empowered.  

In 2009 CDF commissioned a comprehensive review of these from COGS and the 
Evaluation Trust as the first stage in the National Empowerment Partnership’s commitment 
to develop a bespoke framework for quality assurance. Their report identified existing 
quality assurance tools and methodologies and provided a brief outline of each model, 
highlighting their intended usage (COGS et al., 2009). Many of these tools had already been 
extensively road tested, while others were relatively theoretical. This review was the 
starting point for the action research described here. It was intended to ‘produce a 
framework or tool to describe what good looks like in terms of people feeling able to 
influence decisions in their local area’.1

1.2 Previous research 

  

This action research project complements similar work on assessment and evaluation 
models for community engagement and empowerment. These include frameworks 
developed, for example, by IDeA (IDeA 2009), the London Civic Forum (London Civic 
Forum 2010) and by Involve and IPSOS Mori for the Department for Communities and 
Local Government (Involve 2009). Some of these are described below and are similar to the 
current approach in attempting to define what ‘quality empowerment’ means for community 
members as well as other stakeholders.   

 

                                                           
1 From CDF tender brief (March 2010) 
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1.2.1  Involve and IPSOS MORI model 

‘Activating empowerment’ is based mainly on desk research and concludes that broadly 
speaking empowerment mechanisms do work in that citizens are empowered as a result. 
However, the report makes a useful distinction between different forms of empowerment 
operating to different degrees and at different levels. They use the terms de facto, de jure and 
subjective to describe these. They refer respectively to 

• real opportunities for citizens to influence policy or change the way public services 
are delivered (de facto) 

• the legal or contractual existence of rights and mechanisms that enable citizens to 
exercise power over decision-makers, for example through access to information 

(de jure) 

• feeling able to influence decisions or affect a situation (subjective as formerly 
measured by National Indicator 4).  

The authors make the point that if empowerment strategies are to really make a difference 
people need to have rights, meaningful opportunities and a sense that they do have some 
influence, i.e. a combination of all three strands. They suggest that ‘optimal’ empowerment 
entails having citizens’ views at the heart of decision-making processes, ensuring that 
disenfranchised sections of the community are actively involved, enabling a deeper 
understanding to emerge of what people really want to change, building  mutual 
understanding between providers/commissioners and communities, and finally, securing a 
reasoned solution to complex and sometimes urgent problems.  

1.2.2 SQW Consulting framework 

The analytic framework developed by SQW Consulting is designed to provide guidance for 
researchers and practitioners wanting to assess the effectiveness of empowerment 
interventions. It was developed from a previous review of evidence (Pratchett et al., 2009) 
in order to provide some consistency, and therefore comparability, between different 
evaluations, for example, looking across several local authorities.   

The framework is intended as a basic structure which can be adapted to suit a range of 
circumstances and purposes. It uses both generic influencing factors and outcome measures 
and is based on the ‘logic’ model of change which allows a careful examination of an 
empowerment programme’s context, objectives, inputs, processes, outputs, outcomes and 
actual impact. There are separate sections for each of these with suggested questions to 
guide the evaluation.   

1.2.3 Evaluating police-public engagement 

Huw Evans, an independent consultant, has devised an evaluative framework to enable 
public police services to select from a range of models for engagement. It is based on human 
rights, as well as aiming to use participative and dynamic strategies that build community 
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cohesion and social capital (Evans 2009). In this framework, quality is identified with a 
holistic approach that makes use of theoretical concepts drawn from complexity theory, 
systems thinking, critical inquiry, group dynamics, participative democracy, human inquiry 
and organisational learning. 

The framework accordingly suggests that models of engagement are evaluated by 
considering the extent to which they: 

• address and manage group emotions, interactions and relationships 

• enable large numbers of people to participate and accommodate the diversity of 

needs and interests 

• encourage sharing of experiences and views across organisational and sector 

boundaries, breaking down ‘silos’ of expertise 

• allow the participants to control the processes of deliberation and take responsibility 

for their decision-making 

• permit critical debate and dissent to be aired safely and accessibly 

• create conditions for ‘double-loop’ learning through dialogue and mutual challenge. 

•  

• The purpose of this framework is to move beyond the top-down, professional-as- 
expert models currently in use across many public authorities and to suggest an 

alternative methodology which supports better quality empowerment processes. 

1.2.4 London Civic Forum 

As one of the nine regional empowerment partnerships, LCF ran a community evaluators 
project, which aimed to review empowerment from the perspective of local residents as a 
means of quality assurance based on a model previously developed, known as the ‘six box’ 
model (London Empowerment Partnership Development Group 2008). Empowerment was 
defined as ‘whether an individual felt that they had the confidence, skills and understanding 
to influence decisions that affect their lives.’ Acting as ‘mystery shoppers’ in two London 
boroughs, the community members worked with a consultant to develop a set of criteria 
for good practice, which included both subjective and objective outcomes.  

Many of these emphasised diversity and inclusion dimensions of empowerment, such as the 
availability of extra support to enable people to participate on an equal footing. 
Communication was identified as an important aspect of good quality empowerment, with 
community members wanting information about the purpose of the empowerment exercise 
and what scope there was for influencing decisions. The findings from the community 
evaluators were not encouraging, with many of them reporting that they felt disempowered 
by their attempts to obtain information and influence decisions. 
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The other regional empowerment partnerships have also produced various case studies and 
frameworks for local authorities based on community experiences and perspectives. These 
can be downloaded from the NEP section of CDF’s website.  

1.3 Research objectives and specific questions 

The emphasis in the current action research project was to find out what works for 
communities and to understand empowerment from the grassroots perspective.  What 
does quality mean for communities and how might they be involved in ‘assuring’ it? The 
answers to these questions would inform the development of a template, with 
accompanying guidance for public authorities and others to use to select tools for evaluating 
and improving their empowerment practices. In particular, the research brief was to 
discover how tools can be used by communities to: 

• describe their experiences of community empowerment 

• measure the extent of their own empowerment. 

In addition, it aimed to compare the suitability of different models for different types of 
groups and circumstances.  

The objectives were to select and test what seemed to be the most community-friendly 
models for measuring empowerment with a number of groups, and then to use these 
findings to produce a template or checklist to describe what a good empowerment 
experience looks and feels like from the communities’ perspectives. Specifically, the 
investigation posed the following questions: 

• How do existing tools work in practice? 

• What methods work best in different settings?  
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2 Methodology 

2.1 Process 

From the list reviewed in the COGS/Evaluation Trust report, the action research team 
selected seven tools for testing. These were chosen because they included an 
empowerment dimension and appeared to be most suitable for use by communities. At the 
same time, an open invitation was circulated to the regional empowerment partnerships 
(REPs) requesting suggestions and contact details for groups who might be interested in 
contributing to the action research (see appendix A, section 1).  Due to the low response 
rate from the REPs, the team also used their regional and national contacts to circulate 
information through the newsletters and membership lists of other networks, such as the 
regional community development networks, voluntary sector and BAME forums, national 
community sector bodies and local infrastructure organisations, such as councils for 
voluntary service and rural community councils. These in turn cascaded the information out 
to their membership who contacted the research team direct. 

Once potential participants had been identified, they were sent information about the 
overall shape of the project, outlining what would be involved and asking groups if they 
would like to take part, and if so, to indicate their preferences from the list of seven tools 
that had been chosen for road testing (see appendix A, sections 2 and 3). Most of the 
groups were assigned their first choice and one of the tools was not selected by any group.  

Each group was visited once by a research team member in order to explain the purpose 
and timescales of the action research project and to go through the selected model and its 
associated materials in detail. Notes of what happened at these meetings were made 
immediately after each visit using a standard template (see appendix A, section 4). The 
intention was that the groups would be able to then administer the tool independently with 
only ‘light touch’ external support provided via e-mail and phone over the following weeks. 
In several cases this involved clarifying language, advising on how to be inclusive of different 
members of the group with different needs, helping with, and commenting on the 
appropriateness of, aspects of the tailoring process and advising on details of the process.  

Once the groups had completed their use of the tools, relevant members or key workers 
were interviewed by phone using a topic schedule, asking them about their experience of 
using the tool and their views on community empowerment generally. See appendix A, 
section 5.  

An interim version of the report was drafted and circulated to the community groups, with 
a request for feedback. The key themes and findings formed the basis for a focus group 
workshop at which participants were invited to share their experiences and comment on 
initial proposals for the template and guidance. This took place in Nottingham and was 
attended by representatives from six of the groups, with combined experience of four of 
the tools. See appendix A, section 6 for the workshop plan.   
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The findings from the interviews and the workshop were used to draw up the current 
report and template.  

2.2 Sample  

In total twelve groups volunteered and completed a response form, signifying their 
understanding and agreement to participate in the research project. They were: 

• two residents associations 

• a neighbourhood group 

• a homeless healthcare project 

• a club for people with mental health difficulties 

• a sub-regional disability forum 

• a parish council steering group 

• a county-wide health service local involvement network  

• an independent youth service 

• a parent and toddlers group for Chinese refugees and asylum seekers 

• a county-wide association for Azer Turks. 

The majority of the groups consisted solely of community members or volunteers, though 
some had professional support workers. So while a few had facilitation to help them with 
the exercises, several of the groups had to work out how to use the tools themselves.  

During the course of the project, three of the groups dropped out due to changing 
circumstances and competing priorities on the volunteers’ time. This meant that one of the 
models originally selected was not road tested and one was only tested by one of the 
groups. Unfortunately, there was not time to seek to recruit new groups at this point. 
Figure 1 shows which groups tested which models. 

 

 Model Group 

C Community empowerment 
scorecard 

*Gloucester homeless project    

*Mid-Herts Mind (computer club) 

D Conditions for successful 
empowerment 

Wrestlingworth and Cockayne Hatley parish plan 
steering group 

E Hear by right Norfolk LINk 
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Ely Parishes youth group  

F Making community participation 
meaningful 

*CLARA, Wirral 

*Wah wah le Yuan, Leeds 

G Voice *Azer Turk association, Leeds 

*Werrington and Morland Court Residents Group 

• *Indicates that model was the group’s first choice 

Figure 1: QA research project - allocated groups and people 

2.3 Intended contribution 

By testing different models out in this way, the project aimed to give engagement officers 
and partnership managers a sense of the way that different tools can be used and their 
suitability for a range of different groups, as well as some of the difficulties groups 
encountered in trying to use them. The approach allowed the team to test out the levels of 
support groups might need if they were to be used effectively and how they might need to 
be adapted. The project was also able to support the groups involved to think about quality 
assurance both in relation to their own organisations and in relation to the decision makers 
they wanted to influence. 
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3 Results 

3.1 Overall findings 

In the main, the groups reported that taking part on the action research had been a positive 
and useful experience. The variety of groups involved allowed the team to test out the 
levels of support needed, and the ways in which the tools could be adapted to be more 
accessible. In particular, it has highlighted the need for close support for members of 
different communities if they are to be effectively empowered and involved in decision-
making.  

The points made in the interviews were echoed and often amplified by the group 
discussions at the workshop. There was a strong sense of common themes among the 
research participants suggesting that the findings are firmly rooted in community 
experiences and concerns.  

3.1.1 Quality empowerment – community perspectives 

Broadly speaking, their sense of what ‘good and meaningful empowerment’ looks 
like focused on what they themselves could do to enhance their influence and build the 
group’s collective capacity to achieve its own ends and for members to be involved in 
decision-making. The main dimensions they identified were: 

• internal group dynamics (enthusiasm, comfortable team spirit, mutual challenge and 

praise, appropriate leadership, welcoming and inclusive approach) 

• organisational management (clear plans and membership involvement) 

• contact and links with other bodies (mechanisms for dialogue, respectful 
relationships, representation in decision-making forums, clear information and 

signposting)  

• impact (influence mechanisms and opportunities that are effective at bringing about 
change that group members want). 

3.1.2 Key factors 

As a process, the participants reported that good empowerment involved a number of 
factors, including some that might need to be supplied externally. These were: 

• support from a facilitator/enabler/accompanier, especially at the start-up stage 

• leadership to provide energy and drive 

• collective vision and shared sense of responsibility 
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• resources and capacity, such as access to information, knowledge, development and 
management skills 

• good experiences that can reinforce people’s commitment and sense of influence 

(‘collective efficacy’) 

• an external environment that encourages involvement from community members 

not just in relation to statutory bodies, but also private sector partners and the 
larger voluntary organisations; notably: 

• helpful and supportive relationships with larger organisations 

• access to decision-makers in friendly, familiar ways  

• legislation and regulations that compel these bodies to take into account community 
views 

• clarity about the scope and structures for selection, representation and 
accountability  

• feedback mechanisms 

• advice and guidance from intermediary bodies, such as councils for voluntary service. 

3.1.3 Time for reflection 

Many of the groups used the opportunity provided by the research project to examine the 
workings of their own group or agency, looking at how their organisation served the target 
community and involved members in decision making. Despite the constraints on their time, 
they all valued the ‘nudge’ this gave them to reflect on their internal processes. Some also 
considered how they were able to influence outside bodies and nearly all reported that they 
would be making changes in how they operate in future. The challenges posed by the 
exercise strengthened the groups and fostered better understanding of key concepts, 
empowerment mechanisms and associated infrastructure. The tools generated ‘healthy 
debate’ and participants enjoyed being ‘out of their comfort zones’, especially where this led 
to improved clarity over their aims and objectives.  

However, most experienced varying levels of difficulty in applying the tools and it was clear 
that the toolkits are not enough on their own as most of the groups needed extensive help 
from facilitators in working through the various sheets, grids and exercises. There seemed 
to be a number of aspects to this. 

3.1.4 Accessibility 

Language - Several found that the language used in the guidance materials and complexity 
of the models caused them problems, and this was a consistent theme in the workshop. 
Terms that are familiar to paid workers were seen as jargon and many of the phrases, (such 
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as discrimination or strategic relationships) were new to community members, requiring 
explanation and further discussion.  

Literacy - This cannot be assumed, even for people whose first language is English. Many of 
the group members struggled to understand what was meant by some of the questions and 
indicators, even with the help of interpreters.  

Concept of empowerment - Even the concept of empowerment itself was not readily 
understood by all practitioners and community members and was interpreted differently 
according to what the groups wanted to use the tool for. Most groups settled on ‘influence’ 
as the most important component, although ‘being listened to and respected’ was noted as 
particularly important for some. They were also concerned to strengthen their own 
organisational capacity and adjust how they operated to be more inclusive.   

Support The support offered by the research team facilitators appeared to be crucial to 
the groups being able to get started with the tool, in terms of providing the necessary 
technical explanation of the tool itself, explaining any jargon words or terms, providing 
additional guidance and/or materials, and generally just helping the group members to feel 
confident to use the tool. 

3.1.5 Applications 

The groups found that it was not a straightforward exercise to assess their own experience 
of community empowerment, or to use the tool for the exact purpose that its designers had 
intended. Notably, the majority focused not on their ability to influence the decision-making 
of external bodies, but chose to use the tools to examine the quality of their own decision-
making processes and how these empowered users or members. In this respect and 
regardless of the purpose for which the tools had been devised, they offered a useful ‘reality 
check’. Most groups used them to diagnose their own situations and to develop appropriate 
and achievable goals. The reported uses included:  

• ‘Taking stock’: looking at their own internal dynamics and development rather than 
measuring their influence in the wider world.  For example, several of the groups 

used it to reflect on how they were operating as a group and to assess current levels 

of perceived influence.  

• As a tool for capacity-building and to identify some of the barriers they were facing. 
Some commented that using the tool had made them more aware of the policy 

context and ‘where they were in the grand scheme of things’.  

• A couple of the tools lent themselves as mechanisms for eliciting ‘user’ or ‘customer’ 
feedback and were explicitly used for this purpose. 
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3.1.6 Adaptation 

None of the tools were applied as they had been designed; they all required some 
adaptation to work for the sample communities and most left room for improvement 
despite considerable investment in their development and promotion by reputable bodies 
such as the National Youth Agency and the Joseph Rowntree Foundation. It is probably fair 
to say that any tool of this nature will need to be used flexibly and that some kind of 
facilitation helps groups to do this.  

The adaptations that the researchers, the facilitators and the groups made include:  

• simplifying the language used 

• making it possible with different configurations of people e.g. one-to-one instead of 

group work 

• reducing the number of steps 

• extending the timescale 

• using visuals and coloured cards/post-it notes to encourage group members to share 

their thinking. 

3.1.7 Facilitation 

As noted above, the groups would probably not have chosen to use these tools on their 
own and they valued the start-up support offered by members of the research team at the 
outset.  

Once the groups began to work with the tools, they did not have access to external 
facilitation from the research team. Generally, the tools worked better with hands-on 
facilitation from a support worker, such as a youth worker or community development 
worker, who organised sessions, kept the group members focused and explained some of 
the concepts in easier language. Where facilitators had worked with the groups for some 
time, they were able to use examples from the members’ own experience to ‘unpack’ 
unfamiliar terms.  The feedback from the groups suggested that: 

• for some, this was their first attempt at facilitation 

• the start-up support and on-going guidance offered by the research team was 
important, particularly in helping them with ideas for how run group work sessions. 

3.1.8 Volunteer priorities 

Most of the groups were completely or mainly made up of volunteers, with a few of them 
having some support from a paid worker. The reliance on volunteers had implications for 
the research project. The original timing of the action research over the summer holidays 
meant that many of the participants were away, meetings were cancelled or poorly 
attended, and the whole project was delayed by several weeks. In some cases, the absence 
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or withdrawal of a group’s main support person also led to difficulties, reinforcing our 
awareness of how marginalised groups are even more dependent than other volunteer 
groups on external guidance and encouragement. This has implications for the delivery of 
key Big Society proposals, especially those relating to community empowerment and 
neighbourhood-level work.  

Many of the volunteers were not especially motivated by frameworks for measuring or 
evaluating community empowerment. Not surprisingly, they preferred (and therefore 
prioritised) activities that were about their own aims, such as delivering services, planning 
events or organising campaigns to further specific interests or that addressed their own 
immediate needs. 

3.2 How do existing tools work in practice?  

For details of each tool, see appendix A, section 2. 

3.2.1 Community empowerment scorecard 

The community empowerment scorecard tool was developed by Oxford Policy 
Management based on work overseas. The tool, as originally designed, aimed to measure 
changes in citizens’ capacity to seek service improvements, and also the capacity of service 
providers to actually provide these services. The tool is based on a combination of 
quantitative and qualitative work; the quantitative work is achieved through the scorecard 
and the qualitative work is based on discussion around the scoring. 

The community scorecard is completed in a focus group setting with 6 – 12 service users. 
Each participant is asked to score specific qualities of service provision on a five point scale, 
(fully satisfactory, mostly satisfactory, not fully satisfactory, not at all satisfactory, don’t 
know). There is then a group discussion where the reasons for giving a particular score 
and/or differences in scoring by participants can be explored. For example, when OPM used 
the tool in Jamaica, areas scored included the level of trust young people have in the police, 
the level of respect and courtesy shown by the police and the level of youth access to 
information about police activities and services.  

Two groups road tested this tool. One group was a clinic providing health services to 
homeless people, the other a computer club run by a mental health charity. The two groups 
used the tool somewhat differently. For the clinic, the tool enabled them to get feedback 
from their patients in order to reflect on how empowering their approach and work was, 
based on the perceptions of their patients. At the computer club, they used the tool in 
order to identify the extent to which the computer group felt empowered and in what 
areas. Both groups wanted to be able to go on to make improvements, based on what came 
out of the exercise.  

The clinic group adapted the tool to change the focus group element, as the clinic lead was 
aware from past experience that discussion groups did not work with their patients. Instead, 
the facilitator from the research team worked with the clinic lead to identify suitable 
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questions to be scored, and the clinic lead then worked on a one-to-one basis with 
individual patients to gather each person’s scoring. The qualitative discussion about the 
scores was then held as a workshop amongst clinic staff based on an outline structure 
suggested by the research team facilitator, finishing with the group agreeing a small number 
of action points relating to what they had learnt from the scoring. As agreed with the 
patient interviewees, a summary of responses and related actions would then be displayed in 
the clinic for everyone to see. 

The computer club group’s approach was more similar to the original model. The facilitator 
from the research team visited the group and initiated a discussion about appropriate 
questions for the scorecard. The club leader then finalised these with support from the 
facilitator. Each group member filled in the scorecard individually, and then the group came 
together to discuss their scores and as a result, some of the scores were altered to better 
reflect the discussions. The leader then wrote up a short report, including action points. 

For both groups, it was different to anything they had done before but they both found that 
overall the tool worked very well for them. For one of the group leads, empowerment was 
a new piece of terminology, although the concept was not. The tool enabled both groups to 
reflect on the meaning of empowerment and its relevance to their work; the process and 
the discussions opened up thinking about the different dimensions of empowerment. For 
example, the clinic lead noted that the exercise had particularly shown the importance of 
being listened to and respected, which was not what generally happens for their patients. 
The exercise itself was seen positively as an empowering experience. As the computer 
group lead said,  

‘The whole exercise was good for them, for their self-esteem, being asked to be involved in 

something like that.’ 

Both groups commented that an important element of the tool was that it helped them to 
identify actions that they could take to improve their services.   

They both found it very helpful to have a facilitator, particularly at the start to set the scene, 
to introduce the tool and help to get the process underway. Also, it made a difference 
having someone external to their group, who could offer ‘fresh eyes’ and offer technical 
advice.  

Overall, the two groups felt that the process had worked well. It took a bit of time for 
some participants to understand the exercise, but this developed as the exercise 
progressed. For the clinic group, the one-to-one approach enabled the clinic lead to tailor 
the explanation to each patient’s needs.  

There were some concerns that participants’ responses might be biased in some way, but 
each group worked to overcome this through careful design of the questions and also 
introducing the exercise in such a way as to encourage participants to be open and frank.  
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The clinic group used just five questions for their scorecard, as the staff’s experience 
suggested that the one-to-one interviews needed to be kept short in order to maintain 
patients’ engagement.  

Both groups were happy with the adaptations that they made to the tool, and would use it 
in a similar way in future. The clinic group are interested to continue to use it as a patient 
feedback mechanism because it worked better than other methods they had tried 
previously. The computer club group also expects to use it again, as they found it a useful 
way to ‘complete the circle’ of learning.  

For other groups planning on using the tool in future, it would be helpful to:  

• have clear guidance materials available, showing clearly the different steps and actions 

• be open to adapting the tool to fit a group’s circumstances, but keeping the 
principles of quantitative scoring and qualitative discussion, leading to action points. 

3.2.2 Conditions for successful empowerment 

The Conditions for successful empowerment matrix was developed by Inspire East, based 
on research by ARUP for the regional empowerment partnership. The research looked at 
the conditions necessary for successful empowerment in 102 community projects across the 
East of England. The content of this tool was therefore drawn from experience at 
grassroots level. 

The tool is essentially a grid presented on one side of A4 paper, with 24 conditions for 
successful empowerment listed on the left hand side and two columns across the page. The 
first column is subdivided and allows the user to make an assessment of the project they are 
reviewing to check whether they consider each condition to be absent, weak, medium or 
strongly presented throughout their activity. The second column is headed ‘action required’ 
and if the condition has been assessed as weak or absent, gives the users a space to write 
down an action which could address and improve the current situation. There are some 
suggested actions listed at the far right of the matrix to provide inspiration. 

The group road testing this tool was a small steering group for a parish planning process. 
They used the tool to retrospectively assess how empowering their own approach to 
facilitating parish planning had been over the course of the project. The decision to 
retrospectively assess was made due to the time constraints of the project, but the 
conclusion of the group was that the most successful application of the tool would be for 
project planning and ongoing assessment during the implementation of empowering 
activities. In the group’s own summary report they stated: 

‘It was the view of the steering group that there would be benefits arising from the use of the 

tool when setting up a new project by having a review session with all project team members 

to consider each element and incorporate appropriate actions into the project activity list 

designed to achieve a ‘strong’ rating against each condition which applies. Suitable review 
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points could then be included in the project timeline whereby an assessment on the 

achievements to date would be completed, allowing for appropriate actions to be taken to 

address any gaps that are highlighted.’ 

The group found that the tool would be useful for voluntary and community groups with 
little project experience or for people who have not thought about empowerment before. 
The simple checklist format allows people to think about specific examples of empowering 
activity, rather than think about empowerment in the abstract. They also found it useful to 
have a structured way of identifying future actions to foster empowering conditions.  

In terms of what worked less well, the matrix could have been better supported by a sheet 
of guidance notes as people tended to interpret some of the conditions in different ways. 
The nature of the tool is that it is short and snappy, so it would be useful to have one side 
of notes that could come with the matrix, explaining and defining terms for people as 
necessary. Particular conditions that were queried in some way were:  

• the difference between ‘gave participants the necessary knowledge / skills’ and ‘gave 

participants the necessary support / guidance’  

• ‘continuous process’  

• ‘addressed internal operations’.  

Group members also found there to be a degree of overlap between some of the 
conditions, and the sequence of the conditions did not seem entirely logical. They suggested 
that some degree of logical grouping of the conditions takes place, perhaps with section 
headings. 

In order to be useful, the group determined that assessments should be made over a 
particular span of the project. However, when it came to it, the group member who was 
acting as an internal facilitator found it difficult to get people to focus on that particular 
phase of the project, rather than the whole. The assessments made by group members were 
then sometimes rather different as they focused on different areas.  

There were members of the group who were more enthusiastic and less enthusiastic about 
using the tool. To an extent this may have been down to previous experience of using 
project management and review tools, or greater prior knowledge of the empowerment 
agenda. There was also some sensitivity over terming actions weak, medium, strong or 
absent, yet also a realisation that less clear language might obscure the point of the tool. 

No particular adaptations were made, but some improvements were suggested: 

• one page of guidance notes defining each condition more clearly 

• grouping of conditions into sections under clear headings 

• use at the start, throughout and at the end of a project as a planning tool. 
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In its final assessment, the group identified that if the make-up of a group is volunteers, 
drawn from a wide range of backgrounds and experiences, ‘this would be a useful checklist 
at the start of a project, to remind people you are delivering on behalf of the community’.  

3.2.3 Hear by right  

Hear by right (HBR) is a tool developed by the National Youth Agency and the Local 
Government Association as a tool for measuring the engagement of young people in service 
design and delivery. It has been used extensively as part of the Every Child Matters agenda. 
It can be used by groups at any of three stages of development: emerging, established or 
advanced – the group itself decides which stage they have reached.  There are seven 
standards in the framework:  

• shared values  

• strategies  

• structures  

• systems 

• staff 

• skills and knowledge  

• style of leadership.  

There are two linked sections – mapping and planning, followed by the final stage which is to 
ask ‘what’s changed?’ in a participation outcomes tool. 

This tool was used by two groups. The first was a consortium of five parish councils near Ely 
in Cambridgeshire (Sutton, Mepal, Witcham, Wentworth and Little Downham) that jointly 
manages a community based youth organisation. The second was Norfolk Local 
Improvement Network (LINk) – a group with a statutory role to enable service users to 
influence health and social care provision (soon to be replaced by Health Watch).  The 
latter group adapted the language in the tool to work with adult mental health service users 
(see below). Both groups selected the sections of the tool that they wanted to work on for 
this evaluation, based on the current needs of their organisations. 

The five parishes youth group used the tool to create some space for the older cohort of 
young people they work with to reflect on the work that they do and how the services they 
used can be improved to be more responsive to their needs.  They ran four sessions: 

• 1 – going through the paperwork  

• 2, 3 and part of 4 – going through the exercises and working on 2 areas, mapping 

planning and staffing  

• rest of session 4 evaluating the process and what they got out of it. 



Community empowerment experiences, Gilchrist et al (2011) 

Community Development Foundation 26 

The group consisted of eight young people aged between fifteen and twenty two (three 
boys and five girls).  The sessions were facilitated by two youth workers. The group thought 
that the exercise provided fantastic discussions for planning future activities. They were able 
to discuss ideas for increasing participation and how they could run projects. It provided a 
chance to discuss with the young people what usually only gets discussed by workers.   

Norfolk LINk used the tool with a project group that researches adult mental health care 
services. Its members include service users and their carers. For this research, the session 
was attended by approximately twenty people as part of a planned meeting. Norfolk LINk 
has a team of regular paid facilitators who support their meetings and the Mental Health 
Care Group’s regular facilitator led this exercise. They used the tool to explore the ways 
they work and examine how to do things better by looking at their outcomes and how they 
could improve. They also selected areas from the seven standards to look at in the limited 
time available to them. They reported that the process started them thinking about where 
they want the organisation to go and they aim to refer to a future training group to tease 
out the issues that emerged – including asking ‘how inclusive are we and is the structure 
right?’  They will need to ask these questions in the next six months as they undergo 
transition to Health Watch. 

Both organisations found that working with the tool was helpful and the experience helped 
them to progress further towards objectives they already had. Both groups reported that 
HBR enabled them to reflect on their ability to enable all members of the community to 
influence services.  In the case of the Five Parishes youth project, the process related to 
their own services and how active young people were in shaping the service that the project 
provides. In the case of the LINk, the process helped them to think about their ability to 
engage a wide range of service users to influence health and social care provision. 

The exercise provided an opportunity for discussion and the result was that it made the 
young people more aware of what the empowerment process is, and why it’s important to 
have evaluation statistics and keep it going. The participation ladder was useful. It provided 
‘fantastic discussions for future activities’.   

‘We just chilled with pizzas and drinks and everyone really enjoyed the opportunity to stop 

and think and discuss things’. 

The youth worker reported that one of the most useful parts of the tool was the 
empowerment ladder. Of the 8 young people, 6 thought they were at level 6 on the 
participation ladder while 2 thought they were at level 4. In general the young people gained 
an understanding of how their participation, volunteering and organising contribute to the 
wider empowerment and participation agenda. It helped them understand the theory behind 
what they already do. For the organisation the main benefits were thought to be that they 
created action plans for their future work and the discussions generated lots of ideas. HBR 
helped the youth workers to identify gaps in certain areas of activity where staff are not 
enabling empowerment to take place and to be able to address it. 
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Norfolk LINk reported that the main benefits were that they held a good discussion, doing 
consultation with a client group who had thoughts on various issues. Their work is normally 
high pressured, working to the time scales and priorities of statutory agencies especially in 
the current climate, so that the most active members of the group find that they don’t talk 
to all the members as often as they feel they should. They thought that the tool was really 
clear to use and everything they wanted to address was covered. Although they only used 
three of the standards, they would like to use the rest in future. 

They thought that the mapping and planning tool was easy to fill in; they were able to write 
into the boxes while the discussion was going on.   

‘It’s good because it guides you through the process and on to ‘where do we go from here’ on 

the next page – it’s often separate but it was really good to have everything integrated.’ 

In the time available for this project, the group only used this project for self-reflection but 
said that if they were doing the whole thing they would communicate with NHS Norfolk’s 
communications people, NHS directors and a wider range of service users.  

The Adult Mental Health Users Group that took part in this project is an inclusive group 
with lots of members but the group reflected upon the fact that not all of their activities and 
meetings would be accessible to many members. It made them aware that they need to 
consider the make-up of their membership and ask if more service users could be 
encouraged to participate. 

The group reported that one of the main benefits of using the tool was: 

‘We don’t take time out and think about the way we’re working and how effective it is.’ 

Both groups thought that the language used in HBR was complicated and used too much 
management jargon. In particular the young people struggled to understand some of the 
words used and thought that this excluded their younger members from participating. 

The youth worker reported that the young people didn’t understand a lot of the words 
used – e.g. metaphor, tokenism and that the tool refers to adults and children.  The 
participants were not children; they were young people. The tool was not young people 
friendly and was too abstract. It needed to be related to the actual work the young people 
are doing, but the youth workers had to introduce this element (it wasn’t suggested in the 
guidance). In general the guidance was thought to be too long and not clear about what 
needed to be done and what the specific questions were. 

The young people reported that: 

‘The words were coming across as though they were written for management rather than a 

group of young people so this made it very hard to know the meaning of the words.’ 
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Another criticism made by the young people was that the tool’s structure was over-
complicated – ‘confusing and repetitive’. 

‘There was far too much information explaining such a little point that it confused the group 

into thinking that it was harder than it was.’ 

Many of the members of Norfolk LINk are people with a professional background but they 
also thought that the language was problematic. The biggest problem they had was the use 
of management jargon and concepts. Some members understood the language and could 
explain it but said that they couldn’t just give out the tool without any explanation.  The aim 
of Norfolk LINk is to be inclusive and this language excluded people. One member, (an 
elected district councillor) asked lots of questions because she had the confidence to do so 
– but it was thought that others might not have had. 

Both users of the HBR tool made adaptations to the tool to use with their groups. In 
particular they simplified the language and translated it into the context of their activities. 
The Norfolk LINk group expected to change the language because they were using a tool 
specifically designed for use with young people but said that they did not have any difficulties 
translating the contextual language to work with adults in the specialist area of health and 
social care. 

The youth workers working in the five parishes prepared for the work with young people 
by making the process more specific to the activities with which the young people were 
involved as they thought the questions were generally too abstract.  

The main improvements suggested were to simplify the language, removing management 
jargon and simplifying the language for young people. Specifically the point was forcefully 
made that the tool should refer to young people rather than children. In order to use the 
tool with young people the youth workers thought that the examples should be less 
abstract and easier for the facilitators to suggest specific examples relating to activities to 
which the young people would relate. 

In general, both groups were very positive about their experience of evaluating the 
empowerment process. 

‘We had great fun doing it and it was a very positive experience.’ 

‘I’d have no reservations about using it again. I’d like to use it properly on us, using all aspects 

of the tool not just two or three priority areas that there was time to do in this project.’ 

3.2.4 Making community participation meaningful 

This handbook was developed through fieldwork with communities to test two earlier 
frameworks for assessing community participation, with a particular focus on partnership 
working (Burns et al., 2000 and COGS, 2000). Its aim is to provide communities with a way 
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of holding institutions, such as local authorities or regeneration boards, to account for the 
quality of their work to involve communities in decision making. The various exercises 
enable community members and partners to understand their experience and to measure 
progress. It is also intended to generate conversations about what might be improved and 
to provide a strategic framework for implementing and evaluating community participation.   

This tool was used by two groups – a federation of tenants and residents associations and a 
parents and toddlers group for Chinese refugees and asylum seekers.   

The tenants and residents association was not able to use the tool as originally 
intended. The planned group session could not be convened due to unforeseen 
circumstances facing the members. However, the Chair was able to talk informally to each 
of the main committee members and the tool was used to raise issues about best practice in 
community engagement and ‘bring out all the ideas’. It offered a form of capacity building 
and some changes were made in how the group runs with the aim of broadening the active 
membership to involve more residents. Group members found the exercises and guidance 
were clear and practical but that there was too much to cover in the time that people had 
available. Instead they approached the Handbook in a more piecemeal way, using it to re-
visit issues and renew their sense of purpose. They felt the model would be most helpful to 
a group just starting out, but that some of the concepts and language might need to be 
simplified or explained better.  

The Chinese parents group struggled with these aspects of the tool too, due to language 
and cultural differences. They used the tool primarily for capacity building, helping them to 
think about how the group itself could become more self-reliant and more influential as well. 
The exercises encouraged them to breakdown terms such as ‘community’ and ‘participation’ 
by discussing what they meant to group members, but they (and the interpreter) found the 
handbook to be full of jargon, such as ‘minority’ or ‘service user’. The facilitator addressed 
this difficulty by using visual aids such as pictures and producing a glossary of the main terms. 
Simple definitions would have been helpful. Working through the exercises over successive 
weeks involved quite a lot of repetition. Due to sporadic attendance, the facilitator needed 
to re-cap what had been covered in previous sessions to make sure everyone was ‘on 
board’. Although time-consuming, this had the result of consolidating learning and 
developing a shared understanding among the community members.  

The handbook itself was logically ordered and the group stressed that it was very important 
to start right at the beginning so that everyone had a common understanding, for example, 
of what they meant by ‘community’. They reported that it was important to use the 
handbook step by step, not just dipping into it, because it was based on a coherent approach 
to reflection and ‘honest conversation’. They found the ladder exercise useful and were 
pleased to find that they scored higher than they’d expected, which was in itself an 
empowering revelation. The discussion associated with this exercise led to a better 
understanding of relevant decision-making structures and some insights into how they could 
influence them. Using the handbook involved a fairly steep learning curve for the participants 
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and because the group is at an early stage of development, they felt that some of the 
exercises didn’t really fit their level of engagement.  

Interestingly, the fact that the two groups are at different stages of development (one well-
established, the other quite new), appears to have affected how they used the handbook, 
although both found that the language could be made more accessible. 

3.2.5 Voice 

Voice was originally developed by the community empowerment network in Dudley in 
2005. It was further refined with funding from the National Empowerment Partnership 
(NEP) and the Community Development Exchange (CDX). Changes, a Midlands-based 
consultancy, currently runs training courses relating to Voice and its partner tool Echo. 

The tool is based on a simple grid formed by two axes. This allows users of the tool to plot 
their current capacity to influence and existing degree of influence visually along clearly 
defined scales. There is guidance on how to carry out a set of five exercises to populate the 
axes and the worksheets can essentially be used ‘off-the-shelf’ without the need for 
adaptation. There is an action planning element to translate discussion into action and the 
whole tool builds on five key empowering dimensions: being confident, inclusive, organised, 
cooperative and influential. 

Two groups road tested this tool. One was a small, relatively newly-formed residents 
association with little previous experience of organisational tools or other community 
initiatives. The other was the committee of a refugee organisation with a county-wide remit.  

The residents group undertook the five exercise sessions over the course of two months, 
but stated that there was also a lot of informal discussion on the tool in-between sessions. 
They used the tool ‘to achieve and plan’ their direction and saw it as a way to ‘achieve the 
goals and challenges we set ourselves’.  

The positives of the tool for the group ranged from the fundamental: ‘Just being made aware 
of influence and [the factors involved]’ to the concrete actions they were prompted to 
define during the action planning stage. However, the clearest benefit was a refined sense of 
direction for the group’s activities as a whole: ‘There’s no point in thinking about influence if you 
don’t know your end goal.’ As a result of using the tool, the group has decided which issues 
are most important for them to focus on and, instead of spreading themselves thinly over a 
number of overlapping initiatives, they want to focus on the reason they initially came 
together: to tackle antisocial behaviour in the area and hold the landlords to their service 
agreement promises.  

While the tool was seen as beneficial, using it was also challenging for the group. The Voice 
model originally came from grassroots experience and the exercises seem clearly defined, 
but there were still problems for the group relating to the language and concepts used. This 
impacted significantly on the time it took to carry out the exercises – with some exercises 
taking hours more than indicated in the guidance pack. This overrun may have been 
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something that could have been avoided through the use of a suitable facilitator, but for the 
group on its own, certain words and concepts had to be explained ‘to the best of our 
knowledge’ within the group, and this took time. Words like prejudice, stereotypes and 
discrimination were all explored. Phrases such as ‘makes contact and builds strategic 
relationships with organisations working around similar issues from different perspectives’ 
were unpicked carefully, with discussions on what ‘strategic relationships’, ‘different 
perspectives’ and even ‘build’ in this context meant. Exploring all of the many indicators 
therefore took time because, as our group contact explained: 

‘We needed a lot more time to bring it into our world, make it relevant, make it appropriate.’ 

There were also problems engaging enough people to take part with the exercises in order 
for them to feel meaningful in terms of the community the residents’ group represents. 
There was no particular guidance on this aspect and, again, this could have been provided 
through more intense facilitation and interaction with the group. There were seven 
members involved initially, which dwindled to four for most of the exercises. For the group, 
it seemed that there would be an ideal amount of participants for the tool to be most useful: 
‘maybe ten people’s arguments and reasoning to listen to.’ 

No adaptations to the tool were made, as the group wanted to stick to the tool word for 
word in the first instance. The group suggested that, as an improvement, language and 
concepts involved either needed to be simplified or better explained in supplementary 
information, not always assuming a certain level of understanding.   

The group saw this as an exercise that could be completed more superficially or deeply and 
would be something they could come back to further down the line, when their 
organisation is more established and experienced.  

The Azer Turk group went through about three quarters of the tool and found it very 
time-consuming because many of the terms needed unpacking with considerable help from 
the facilitator and interpreter. They found it very interesting to think about what they 
understood ‘influence’ to mean and the exercise of scoring themselves on the grid validated 
the group’s achievements, even though they often had to use question marks because they 
were either unable to agree on what was meant by the indicators or there were different 
opinions in the group. The high scores they achieved were affirming because they found it 
quite hard to acknowledge the progress that had been made and to take credit for what 
they’d done.  

Members of the group found the language extremely difficult, not just because their first 
language is not English, but sometimes there was no equivalent concept in their own culture. 
The basic framework of the two axes was useful and the tool provided a way of working 
through the measures systematically. But the materials needed to be adapted through the 
use of coloured cards and post-it notes to encourage people to share their ideas more 
easily. Some of the wording was changed on the indicators and the group went through the 
list in a different order, alternating easier questions with the more complicated ones. 
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Despite these difficulties, the indicators engaged their thinking and provoked a lot of 
discussion and learning.  

Although the group were not able to use the diagnostic symbols in the final exercise of the 
tool to think about aspects of their work that they needed to develop, nevertheless the 
overall benefits were that the group became clearer about their own role and how they can 
work to assist each other in working on different projects. They developed more 
confidence about how they (and other community members) could influence others and 
become involved at a higher level in networking and decision-making, for example through 
the Refugee Forum. The group also resolved to improve its own structure and to produce 
an action plan with realistic goals for the coming year. They decided to review their 
communications strategy and to develop forms of evaluation that would allow more 
community members to become involved in running the group and its activities. They 
wanted to transfer their own learning from using the toolkit to others in the community and 
to put their learning into practice, by thinking about how different types of communication 
can be more effective in influencing different kinds of decisions. They have already 
recommended the tool to other organisations and are going to finish the remaining 
exercises and to take actions that will move the group further up the ‘influence ladder’. 

3.3 What methods work best in different settings? 

3.3.1 Time and trust 

Feedback from the groups indicated that using a tool created a reason to review and reflect 
on their experience of empowerment and that this was beneficial in its own right. However, 
the limitations of the research (small sample size and the reduced timescale), make it 
virtually impossible to make clear recommendations about which tool is best suited to 
different circumstances. As indicated above, all the tools work better if there is trusted 
facilitation available and sufficient time for the in-depth discussions needed to explain key 
terms, clarify concepts and reflect on the different experiences of group members.  

3.3.2 Levels of influence 

All the groups found variations on the ‘ladder of influence’ helpful and generally the 
accompanying indicator questions enabled them to discuss as a group where they should 
locate themselves along the spectrum. This exercise was found to be empowering in itself 
and also lays a marker down for assessing progress as a result of actions the groups planned 
to take to increase their influence. Where the tool involved more than one task, many said 
they would either continue with some of the exercises that hadn’t yet been done and others 
said they would return to the tool over time.  

3.3.3 Development stages 

The stage of development of the group was seen to be an important consideration for 
selecting a tool for assessing empowerment. It was felt, somewhat paradoxically, that some 
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of the more complicated tools would be particularly helpful to new groups, encouraging 
them to come to an agreement about the group’s purpose and how they wanted to operate:  

• Voice was found to be helpful with setting realistic goals  

• Hear by Right and Making Community Participation Meaningful were good at getting 

groups to think about ‘who’ is being involved, and ‘how’ they are involving other 

members of the community (or not) 

• Conditions for successful empowerment enabled the group to consider issues 

around communication and implementation 

•  More mature groups with longer experience of running as independent 

organisations may find the checklist-type tools useful to check progress, especially in 

relation to levels of influence. 

3.3.4 Generating discussion  

• Some of the exercises, for example in Making community participation meaningful, 
were good at stimulating discussion, for example about leadership or the meanings of 

community, including how groups related to different layers and dimensions of the 

communities they represented.  

•  

• Several participants advocated a ‘pick and mix’ approach, recognising that some of 

the exercises in some of the models had been devised to generate specific discussion 
on key issues and that these could be selected to addresses certain situations facing a 

group. Conversely, others (generally the newer or less experienced groups), felt that 

it was important to use the tools as a whole, working systematically through the 

exercises to build understanding and group identity.   
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4 Conclusions 

4.1 Key lessons  

Government policy for developing the ‘Big Society’ requires citizens and community groups 
to be well-motivated and resourceful. They need to have a sense of their own power and to 
be focused on achieving social change as well as ensuring good services for local people. This 
research provides some key lessons for both current policy and general community 
practice.  

Quality matters, but how it is defined depends on different stakeholders’ perceptions and 
priorities. The difficulties the research team had in working out whether the project was 
about quality assuring empowerment practice or the tools themselves reinforced the 
importance of specifying clearly in advance what is being ‘quality assured’ and producing 
criteria accordingly. In the end, the findings have allowed us to identify what communities 
define as ‘good empowerment’ and to use this to make some assessment of whether (and 
how) a sample of existing tools can be used to judge the quality of communities’ experiences 
in this regard. 

It is worth noting that nearly all the community groups saw empowerment in terms of their 
own capacity and taking responsibility for building this, rather than suggesting what needs to 
happen in the external environment. This reiterates a long-standing view that effective 
empowerment requires community development support and capacity building for 
communities as well as for public institutions such as local authorities.  

4.1.1 The ingredients for communities to have a meaningful experience of 
empowerment 

There were some common themes from the interviews and workshop discussion.  

Having a clear vision, an agreed focus and set of structures seemed to help in terms of the 
group knowing what it is trying to achieve and what people are entitled to from their own 
organisation and how they can influence other bodies. They need to be aware that it is fine 
to ask questions of people in authority.  

Communities valued being listened to and having their views taken on board by decision-
makers, such as councillors or professionals. They wanted to be treated equally and with 
respect, but often experienced the opposite, on occasions encountering officers who are 
dismissive, patronising and ill-informed about the communities’ rights and views. Lack of 
information and technical knowledge sometimes hampered people’s ability to influence (or 
even know about) decisions that affect them. They generally welcomed opportunities to 
have a say on how services might be better delivered or to contribute to planning 
processes. 
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4.1.2 Pre-conditions for successful use of the tools 

Several of the groups had little previous experience of empowerment and the project has 
revealed a need for close support for community members if they are to be effectively 
empowered and involved in decision-making. 

Nearly all the people involved in this research were community members, giving their time 
voluntarily to the project on top of all the other demands on their time. For volunteers in 
particular, events happening in their own lives, such as a death in the family, being relocated 
to another city or pressing community needs, impact on their ability and commitment to 
spend time on activities not directly relevant to their immediate interests. Tools such as 
some of the ones tested in this instance may be suitable only when the conditions for their 
use include the availability of professional or trained help. It should be recognised that the 
tools all require time, sometimes over a considerable period of weeks, and that community 
groups may need outside encouragement if they are to take ownership of the quality 
assurance processes and discover the value of investing in time to reflect.  

The tools work best when they are focused on a relevant and current aspect of the group’s 
work, rather than on abstract ideas. There is likely to be more involvement from 
community members if the tool is used to measure empowerment activities that are close 
to the heart of their interests and remit.  Facilitators and support workers need to be 
prepared to adapt the materials according to the capacity and circumstances of the group. 
Frameworks should be used flexibly to allow for the many variations in capacity and purpose 
that are encountered within communities and wider civil society. 

Nearly all the groups required some help in using the tools and interpreting the results. 
Those that had official or informal facilitators managed better than those who did it on their 
own. Without facilitation, generally the time taken to finish the exercises was longer than 
anticipated. A couple of the groups included people who had prior experience of using 
similar tools and this was an advantage in enabling them to review, reflect and take action. 
Some of the tools were too complicated and careful explanations were needed before and 
during their use in order for them to yield constructive results. Others were simple to grasp 
but needed small adaptations to make them useful to the groups. 

• Perhaps the most significant finding from the research was that although the tools 

had been specifically selected to be community-friendly and had already been tested 
with communities and/or young people, nevertheless the groups in our sample, (who 

were often on the margins of regeneration, engagement and participation strategies) 

found them problematic unless they had access to some form of community 

development support. This has major implications for government policy on how to 
help communities to organise in ways that are inclusive and empowering for all. 
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• Off-the-shelf toolkits, of which there are hundreds available variously to promote 
community involvement, participation, engagement and empowerment, may not be 

the most efficient or the most effective means of assuring quality empowerment for 

those sections of society most needing to increase their influence and capacity for 

collective action.  

4.1.3 A range of uses for the tools 

The original purpose of many of the tools identified in the first phase of the quality 
assurance research can be broadly described as performance management. They were 
designed to see if engagement or participation strategies were effective in empowering 
community members by identifying whether they had increased their influence over 
decision-makers and whether the relevant agencies were inclusive and receptive towards 
different sections of the community.   

In practice, we found that the groups in this study used the tool more internally; to diagnose 
how they were functioning and to identify issues that needed to be addressed, such as more 
realistic action planning, reaching out to the community and other agencies and running 
meetings better.  

None of the tools seemed to achieve the right balance between having, on the one hand, a 
robust theoretical framework (incorporating a comprehensive methodology designed to 
measure all relevant aspects of a group’s actual experience of empowerment), with, on the 
other hand, exercises and guidance that are simple enough to use independently by 
community groups that are busy organising their own activities. It may be more realistic to 
adopt a ‘mix and match’ strategy to quality assuring community empowerment, using the 
different exercises in different situations, even though this may detract from the holistic 
approach that most of the tools advocate.  

4.1.4 Further research 

Notwithstanding these caveats, using the tools did provoke a great deal of informal 
reflection and discussion, for example, about the nature of power and partnership. It would 
be interesting to investigate this aspect of the tools further to see how helping communities 
to understand the processes of empowerment might help them to challenge public 
authorities and to engage more critically in evaluating what is being done in the name of ‘Big 
Society’ to increase their influence over services and decision-making.  Rather than creating 
more toolkits, it should be possible to test existing ones to see how they affect these 
developments and how the skills needed to facilitate these discussions can best be nurtured. 

Bearing in mind that groups at different stages of development need different forms of 
support, it might be fruitful to investigate how the availability of different levels of support 
and direct facilitation contributes to community empowerment. Various methodologies 
might lend themselves to this including a quasi-experimental study, comparing the progress 
and rates of development between groups offered minimal through to optimal levels of 
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intervention, for example via e-mail, telephone, resource packs, training, light-touch 
facilitation or intensive community development support. 

This could be followed by further work with existing empowerment models to produce a 
directory of participative exercises so that they could be selected or adapted to suit the 
different needs and stages of maturity of most community groups. 

4.2 Recommendations  

4.2.1 For community groups: 

• Never underestimate the value of honest, searching discussion within the group 
about your aims, objectives and underlying assumptions. This should be undertaken 
regularly and if possible with skilled independent facilitation. 

• You can use tools for a quick review or for a deep examination of the organisation. 
You can use parts of tools that seem most appropriate now and return to other 
features later. Do not be afraid to use what is useful to you. 

• Smaller, newer groups may wish to choose a structured tool that takes them 
through a series of exercises in order, to build capacity (Voice, Making participation 
meaningful). 

• More established groups may wish to implement a checklist approach (Conditions 
for successful empowerment, Hear by right). 

• Groups or organisations with a clear element of service provision may wish to use a 
combined surveying and discussion method for eliciting service user opinion 
(Community empowerment scorecard). 

4.2.2 For public authorities: 

• Recognise that most community groups are primarily set up to pursue the aims and 
objectives set by their members. 

• Provide support for such groups if you want them to engage with your 
empowerment work, especially those communities who find this more difficult, for 
example because of language or time pressures. 

• Acknowledge that this may take more time than you are expecting and that you will 
need to change how you behave and how you communicate with communities. 

• Listen carefully to what communities are saying and respect their views by 
committing resources and effort to improving how community empowerment 
strategies genuinely increase the influence of communities over decision making. 

4.2.3 For CDF: 
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• Encourage all those involved in the National Empowerment Programme to promote 
the template and guidance so that community perspectives have a greater impact on 
the quality of empowerment strategies and how this is measured. 

• Explain to policymakers, strategic directors, and managers of community-facing 
services how community development support will enhance empowerment work 
with communities, grow their capacity to deliver the ‘Big Society’ and improve the 
quality of decision-making. 

• Use the findings from this report to direct professionals to the template and 
guidance which will advise them on how to use tools for quality assuring 
empowerment and how to select those that are best suited to different purposes. 



Community empowerment experiences, Gilchrist et al (2011) 

Community Development Foundation 39 

5 References 

Burns, D. and Taylor, M. (2000) Auditing community participation: an assessment handbook. 
Bristol: The Policy Press  

COGS (2000) Active partners: benchmarking community participation in regeneration. Leeds: 
Yorkshire Forward  

COGS and Evaluation Trust (2009) Measuring empowerment and community development 
– what does good look like? Part 1: Mapping of quality assurance and evaluation frameworks 
and methodologies, CDF: unpublished report. 

Evans, H. (2009) The development of an evaluative framework for group processes to aid 
decisions about their use in approaches to participative engagement. The Police Journal, vol. 
82. 

IDeA (2009) Framework for an ideal empowering authority 

Involve (2009) Activating empowerment: empowering Britain from the bottom-up, London: 
Ipsos Mori. 

London Civic Forum (2010) Community evaluation: examining community empowerment 
from the perspective of the community 

London Empowerment Partnership Development Group (2008) Developing quality in 
community empowerment: a draft evaluation model 

Pratchett, L., Durose, C., Lowndes, V., Smith, G., Stoker, H. and Wales, C. (2009) 
Empowering communities to influence local decision making – A systematic review of the evidence, 
London: CLG. 

SQW consulting for CLG (2009) An analytic framework for community empowerment 
evaluations;  

 



Community empowerment experiences, Gilchrist et al (2011) 

Community Development Foundation 40 

Appendix A – research materials 

A.1 Background paper inviting participants 

Can you help us find out what works well in community 
empowerment? 

We are looking for community organisations in England willing to try out models 
looking at the quality of the community empowerment experience.  

If you are interested, please contact the research team via Alison Gilchrist, 
Alison@alisongilchrist.co.uk, tel: 01539 725 195. 

This action research project has been commissioned by Community Development Foundation to 
investigate what works well for community empowerment by looking at quality assurance from the 
perspective of the communities themselves.   

The work is being carried out on behalf of CDF by Alison Gilchrist, Irene Evison, Helen Fitzhugh and 
Nicky Stevenson.   

We are looking for community organisations or projects willing to work with us over the summer 
to road test a number of models (see overleaf for a summary of what’s involved at each stage). 
We have selected 7 models from the review for NEP by COGS and the Evaluation Trust last year. 
These seem most suitable for community use. They focus on making empowerment a reality for 
people who sometimes get overlooked or excluded in the process.  

With our support, groups will try out one of the models to indicate how effective and meaningful an 
empowerment initiative has been for them. This might involve a workshop, filling in a 
questionnaire or scoring on a grid. We will provide notes on each model and an indication of 
what is likely to be involved. Groups will express a preference and tools will be assigned using the 
preferences as a guide, but making sure all are tested in a variety of settings.  

What we ask from you: 

• A commitment to completing the model – maybe at a meeting or by organising a special 
session or survey 

• Willingness to contribute ideas to improving practice through a telephone interview and 
questionnaire in September and a workshop in October 

What we can provide: 

• Advice and guidance on the tool via an initial visit, then telephone or e-mail support  
• A structured opportunity for the group to think about its experience of empowerment 

and identify what worked well and what could be improved 
• A chance to contribute your ideas and direction to a national framework for evaluating 

what good empowerment looks and feels like on the ground  
 

When do we need your help? 

mailto:Alison@alisongilchrist.co.uk�
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 What’s happening? When? 

Stage 1 

 

Invitation goes out via networks to community groups 
in the regions 

First week in June 

Stage 2 

 

Community groups indicate their interest and state 
their preferred model and tell us a few things about 
their situation and members’ interests 

By June 28th 

Stage 3 

 

From these responses the team selects 12 groups to 
be involved in the action research to represent a 
range of different settings and communities. 

By June 30th 

Stage 4 

 

At the same time, each group is assigned a model to 
road test, based as far as possible on their expressed 
preferences 

By June 30th 

Stage 5 

 

Each group holds a meeting at which a team member 
visits to explain what’s involved, goes through the 
model and agree next steps 

By end of July 

Stage 6 

 

The community groups road test the model that they 
have been allocated, making any necessary adaptations 
and recording what happened. The research team 
provide support by telephone or e-mail. 

By September 3rd 

Stage 7 

 

The community groups receive a survey questionnaire 
asking them how they got on with the model. This is 
followed by a telephone interview with one or two 
contacts from each community group. 

By September 10th 

Stage 8 

 

The findings are checked back with the group to make 
sure we have understood what worked and what was 
difficult for communities. 

By September 21st 

Stage 9 

 

Some members of the community groups are invited 
to a workshop to discuss the template we have come 
up with for choosing which tools work best in which 
situations.  

By October 15th 

 

If you are interested and can keep to this timetable, please complete the form below and send it 
back to: Alison@alisongilchrist.co.uk 

If you have further questions about the project, please contact Alison Gilchrist.  

mailto:Alison@alisongilchrist.co.uk�
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Application to join the CDF research project looking at tools for measuring the quality of 
community empowerment practice 

Name of community group: 

Location: (the name of your village, town, city, estate, county, region, etc.) 

Contact name: 

Phone: 

E-mail: 

Website (if you have one): 

Our group works mainly in urban/suburban/rural settings (please indicate which applies): 

We work with: (please describe your members, for example are they mainly young, older, from 
ethnic minority backgrounds, men, women, etc.) 

Our aims are (briefly): 

Our preferred model is: 
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A.2 Background information about project and options 

Quality Assurance for empowerment practice methods  

Briefings for community organisations 

A. 

Name of tool Creator Available from 

Active partners COGs for Yorkshire 
Forward 

www.cog.uk.net  

What the tool does It provides a set of 12 benchmarks against which to assess how 
good the empowerment or participation practice is. It has four 
dimensions;  

• influence,  
• inclusivity (including diverse people in the community),  
• communication between communities and other partners, 

and  
• capacity building (resources and support for all partners 

to develop their approach to empowerment). 
There are key things to consider and indicators associated with 
each of these.  

How your group would benefit 
from using it 

It will help you identify what things need to be in place to create 
the conditions for effective empowerment. You will be able to see 
what improvements are needed and suggest specific actions. 

Brief description A framework for developing community participation strategies 
and reviewing progress. It describes what partnerships and 
projects should be working towards.  
 
'Active Partners' also contains suggestions and examples of 
practice for each of the benchmarks that could be used to 
measure and assess progress. 

Resources needed Photocopies of the 12 worksheets, one for each member of your 
group. 

A room for discussion, possibly with flipchart paper. 

How you might use the tool Decide on a particular empowerment experience you want to 
focus on - this could be your group’s involvement with a 
partnership body or it could be a specific project or programme 
that you have been part of.  

Organise a meeting to look at the benchmarks, and get people in 
pairs or small groups looking at each one and making notes about 
your experience. For example, one of the indicators is ‘There is 
meaningful community representation on all decision-making 
bodies’. As a group you agree your response to this statement 

http://www.cog.uk.net/�
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then pool the results to come up with an overall assessment of 
how empowered you feel. 

You could share this with the other partners, perhaps through any 
community engagement officers who have been working with you. 

How much time you’re likely to 
need 

Probably a whole day workshop or two half days. You could 
choose to focus on just some of the indicators in which case it 
would take less time. 

Your notes regarding 
preference 

 

  

B.  

Name of tool Creator Available from 

Neighbourhoods 
programme community 
empowerment framework 

COGS/UWE for JRF See www.jrf.org.uk. In Changing 
neighbourhoods book on the 
Neighbourhood Programme 

What the tool does It provides a framework that your organisation can use to identify 
what needs to happen for communities to become more 
empowered.  
 
It uses five common problems that communities experience 

• lack of analysis of the situation; 
• low levels of engagement; 
• lack of capacity and leadership; 
• cohesion issues; and 
• limited power and influence over decision. 

 
There is a set of boxes related to each of these to help you think 
through what would make change happen, how you can plan to 
make those changes happen, and what you want to see as a result.  

How your group would benefit 
from using it 

It can help your group develop a shared sense of how you are 
experiencing empowerment (or not) in a specific situation. You 
will be able to identify challenges and decide how things need to 
change for your organisation and for the partnership. 
 
You can use it as a planning tool, and then later use it to assess 
what has improved as a result of the actions you or others have 
taken. 

Brief description This framework was developed as part of the JRF Neighbourhood 
Programme. It aimed to reflect the range of community 
empowerment issues being faced by projects in the 
Neighbourhood Programme and was intended as a resource for 

http://www.jrf.org.uk/�
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groups to assess progress towards empowerment outcomes.  
 
Those using the framework define their own indicators in relation 
to the results they want to see.  

Resources Enough copies of the assessment and planning sheets taken from 
the JRF’s Changing neighbourhoods report.  

Flipchart paper, post-it notes and pens. 

How you might use the tool Organise a special session for your group to talk about its 
experience of empowerment and partnership working.  

Go through the grid to discuss and record what people think of as 
blocks or problems for empowerment. Then decide what you 
want to improve or change, and plan how this might happen.  

Use the boxes to write this down and form an action plan for 
improving empowerment which can be shared with other 
partners to get them to understand empowerment from your 
point of view. 

How much time you’re likely to 
need 

Probably about 5 hours, which could be a day’s workshop or 
added on to meetings you are already holding. If you are pressed 
for time, you could select just one issue that seems especially 
relevant to your empowerment experience. 

Your notes regarding 
preference 

 

 
C. 
Name of tool Creator Available from 

Community  
empowerment scorecard 

Sabine Garbarino & 
Jeremy Holland  

www.opml.co.uk  
From Comparing quantitative 
results from three different 
methods: do they tell the same 
story?(2010) 

What the tool does The tool aims to measure changes in citizens’ capacity to seek 
service improvements, and also the capacity of service providers 
to actually provide these services 

http://www.opml.co.uk/�
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How your group would 
benefit from using it 

Tailoring the tool to create appropriate elements to score will 
enable you to pinpoint what exactly quality empowerment 
processes and outcomes ‘look and feel like’ for your community. 
 
You will be able to get a picture of how well the service provision 
scores in empowerment terms, according to the perception of 
your focus group participants. This will give you information that 
you could use in discussions with the relevant service provider, 
e.g. using the results to explain to them how they are perceived 
and what improvements would be valued.  

Brief description The tool was developed overseas, for example in Jamaica to 
examine interactions between young people and the police.  
 
The community score card is completed in a focus group setting 
with 6 – 12 service users. Participants are asked to score specific 
qualities of service provision on a 5 point scale (fully satisfactory, 
mostly satisfactory, not fully satisfactory, not at all satisfactory, 
don’t know).  
 
The added value of this approach is the in-depth discussion that 
follows the scoring process, where reasons for giving a particular 
score and/or differences in scoring by participants can be 
explored.  
 
For the example above, areas scored included level of trust young 
people have in the police, level of respect and courtesy displayed 
by the police, level of youth access to information about police 
activities and services. 
 
A whole group score can be compiled and scores can be 
aggregated across several different focus group discussions, and 
compared across groups and over time. 

Resources needed 6 – 12 participants. 
1 facilitator and 1 – 2 scribes. 
Scorecards, listing the areas of service you want participants to 
score and discuss. 
Flipchart pad, pens etc. for recording discussions. 
Meeting venue. 

How you might use the tool You would need to run at least one focus group session, but 
could run more if you wanted to test how different groups felt, 
e.g. people from different locations, or from different age groups. 
You will need to put together a scorecard which is tailored to 
the service you want to discuss. It would probably work best if a 
few people got together to work out what the scoring areas 
should be.  
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How much time you’re likely 
to need 

You will need time to:  
• Plan the focus groups, including thinking about who to 

invite, inviting participants, arranging the venue, preparing 
the scorecards and putting a focus group session plan 
together.  

• Run the focus group(s). A single session might last around 
2 hours, depending on how many areas you are asking 
participants to score and discuss. 

• Analyse and write up the responses from the focus 
groups. 

From start to finish, with just one focus group, the process would 
probably take around 6 weeks. Remember to leave plenty of time 
between sending out invitations and the date of the focus group, 
as people’s diaries tend to get filled up. 

Your notes regarding 
preference 

 

 
D. 

Name of tool Creator Available from 

Conditions for successful 
empowerment 

Inspire East http://www.inspire-
east.org.uk/FileAccess.aspx?id=1699  

What the tool does The tool makes it possible to assess whether conditions for 
successful community empowerment work are present as weak, 
medium or strong aspects of a project, or absent altogether. There 
is then further assessment to consider whether action is required 
and what the action might be.  

How your group would 
benefit from using it 

With this tool, you could reflect on your past experience of a 
project where your group has worked with another organisation 
(e.g. a local authority, a voluntary sector anchor organisation) and 
assess to what extent that experience matched up to the conditions 
of a successful community empowerment project.  
 
From the discussion and the scoring, you would then have an in-
depth understanding of what your group feels is important in terms 
of a community empowerment experience, and the evidenced 
information to use, e.g. to seek improvements in how your group 
works with that organisation – or any other organisations – in 
future. 

Brief description The tool is in the form of a matrix, listing the conditions of 
successful community empowerment projects, as identified from the 
experience of over 100 projects in the East of England region. The 
kinds of attributes listed include: initiated by participants; open, 
inclusive and transparent; honest about constraints; enabled 
dialogue.  

http://www.inspire-east.org.uk/FileAccess.aspx?id=1699�
http://www.inspire-east.org.uk/FileAccess.aspx?id=1699�
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For each attribute, there is an opportunity to score the experience 
as absent, weak, medium or strong, and then to say whether action 
is required and if so, there is space to record ideas about what this 
action might be. 
 
The tool also presents a list of the actions of successful community 
empowerment projects, such as: applied technology to make 
involvement more interesting; involved participants in generating 
solutions; brokered community networks.  
 
It offers the opportunity to gather subjective views, and to consider 
what action should or could be taken as a result of those views.  

Resources needed Blank matrix sheet(s). Pens, paper, etc. 

How you might use the tool The first step would be to identify a project or activity that you 
would like to find out your group’s feelings about, in terms of their 
views of it as a community empowerment experience. This could be 
your involvement in a community network or forum feeding into 
your Local Strategic Partnership, or working with another group or 
organisation to organise a local community event, for example. 
 

The matrix can be completed by people individually or as a group. So 
you could either give it to group members to complete in their own 
time, or you could bring people together in a workshop format to 
complete it as a group exercise. If done as a group exercise,  

It would probably work best if the group is no more than 6 people 
so that everyone has a chance to contribute; however if more than 6 
people want to take part, 2 groups could probably be run 
simultaneously  in a workshop format, with a single facilitator.  

The role of the facilitator would be to ensure that there is group 
agreement on the assessment and that a variety of ideas are 
explored for required actions. They could also record some of the 
detail of the discussion which lies behind the assessment scores. 

How much time you’re likely 
to need 

The amount of time an individual would take to fill this in on their 
own would depend on how much effort they are prepared to put in, 
particularly in thinking about possible remedial actions. We haven’t 
tested this ourselves, but it seems that it might take half an hour to 
an hour. As a group exercise, it would take longer, and it is probably 
wise to aim for a session of around 2 hours. 

Your notes regarding 
preference 
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E. 

Name of tool Creator Available from 

Hear by right National Youth Agency and 
Local Government 
Association 

http://hbr.nya.org.uk/ 

What the tool does Allows you to look at different aspects of decision-making within 
an organisation (see 7 S’s below) and to check that certain 
members of the community have been heard and had some 
influence on decisions.  

It was designed to focus on the empowerment of children and 
young people but can easily be adapted to look at the experience 
of any section of the community.  

It provides as way of systematically gathering evidence using an 
electronic mapping and planning self-assessment framework and 
encourage you to make sure that other members of the 
community are involved in the process (not just those who 
normally come to meetings).  

There are three levels of performance - Emerging, Established and 
Advanced. Each level builds on the previous one to ensure that 
community empowerment is ‘built in’ and not just ‘bolted on’.  

How your group would benefit 
from using it 

It turns words into action. You can use it to make sure that your 
own organisation is empowering for community members 
(especially those who find it harder to have a say) or you could 
use it to suggest improvement in how a partnership or statutory 
body is involving your group in decision-making or service 
delivery. 

Brief description There are a key national set of standards- the Hear by Right 
standards for the active involvement of children and young people 
which was developed by the National Youth Agency (NYA) and 
the Local Government Association (LGA) which are used mainly 
within youth services.  

Hear by Right is based around the Seven S model for 
organisational change:  

• Shared values;  
• Strategy;  
• Structure;  
• Systems;  
• Staff;  
• Skills and knowledge and  
• Style of leadership.  

http://hbr.nya.org.uk/�
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For each of these seven standards, there are seven indicators.  

It comes with a set of tools and guidance which you can download 
from the web including ‘What's changed for young people’ 
framework http://hbr.nya.org.uk/whatschanged  

Resources needed A set of the mapping and planning pages (downloaded from the 
NYA website) which you can either fill in electronically or print 
off and complete in groups by normal pencil and paper methods. 

Post-it notes will probably help people to write down what they 
think and these can then be shared on a sheet of flipchart before 
agreeing your collective response.  

How you might use the tool Organise a special meeting for members of your organisation and 
also include people who don’t speak up so much or who don’t 
come to meetings so willingly. 

Go through the indicators one by one or in small groups, 
gathering opinions and evidence of how well the partnership or 
statutory body is doing.  

Agree what the current situation is and then go on to consider 
what you would like to see changed. This could be done at a 
different meeting, possibly involving other partners so as to get 
everyone on board. 

How much time you’re likely to 
need 

It will probably take 4 or 5 hours, with breaks to go through the 
framework and discuss how you want to assess each indicator. 
Then perhaps another three hour meeting to agree an action plan 
for making your experience of empowerment more meaningful. 

Your notes regarding 
preference 

 

 

F. 

Name of tool Creator Available from 

Making participation 
meaningful 

Danny Burns, 
Frances Heywood, 
Marilyn Taylor, Pete 
Wilde and Mandy 
Wilson for JRF 

http://www.jrf.org.uk/sites/files/jrf/jr163-
community-participation-development.pdf 

What the tool does Provides a way of assessing how well communities are being involved in 
decision-making. It also shows how others should be accountable for the 
quality of the empowerment experience.  

http://hbr.nya.org.uk/whatschanged�
http://www.jrf.org.uk/sites/files/jrf/jr163-community-participation-development.pdf�
http://www.jrf.org.uk/sites/files/jrf/jr163-community-participation-development.pdf�
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It raises awareness about empowerment, encourages dialogue, helps to 
develop a strategy for improving empowerment and measures progress 
over time as these changes take effect. 

How your group would 
benefit from using it 

It will improve understanding of decision-making and power imbalances 
within organisations and partnerships. It will help you to identify what 
needs to change in order for communities to be genuinely empowered 
and show how some blocks can be overcome as well as opening up 
opportunities for change. 

Brief description Making community participation meaningful provides the tools needed to 
ensure that community participation is effective.  The handbook: 

• outlines the key considerations necessary to ensure that 
community participation is effective;  

• provides detailed sets of questions to enable stakeholders to 
assess the extent to which the indicators of success are being 
met;  

• highlights a variety of resources that can be used to generate 
information and insight into the key issues;  

• offers an assessment framework which can be adopted across 
sectors. 

Resources needed A copy of the handbook from which photocopies can be made of the 
relevant worksheets. 

How you might use the 
tool 

Organise one or two sessions and choose which issues you want to 
focus on. This should take place in early July, so that you can measure 
progress at a second meeting in early September. 

How much time you’re 
likely to need 

This tool is quite time intensive and requires you to repeat it at intervals 
in order to evaluate how things have changed. You would probably need 
to commit at least two days over two months or so. 

Because the questions are quite detailed, it may be a good idea to get 
everyone involved to spend some time before the sessions making their 
own notes on the worksheets. 

Your notes regarding 
preference 

 

  

http://www.jrf.org.uk/publications/making-community-participation-meaningful-handbook-development-and-assessment�
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G. 

Name of tool Creator Available from 

Voice Changes/DOSTI http://changesuk.net/resources/axis
-of-influence-series-voice-and-
echo/ 

What the tool does The tool aims to enable community groups and networks to assess 
and improve the influence they have on agencies and partnerships. 
It prompts debate and helps groups to plan how to become more 
influential. 

How your group would 
benefit from using it 

• The discussions will enable you to understand more about your 
group’s influence in relation to one or more organisations, 
giving you a chance to explore stronger and weaker points.  

• It will help you to think about steps that your group can take to 
enable it to become more influential in itself.  

Brief description The tool was developed in England originally in 2005, with further 
research and development since then. Tested first by community 
groups in Dudley, it has since been used by other groups and 
organisations such as Rural Community Councils.  
The core of the tool is an axis, which plots existing capacity to 
influence against how influential the group feels. It is used as the 
focal point for discussion, enabling the group to assess their ability 
to influence agencies and partnerships, and to plan how to become 
more influential.  
On the vertical axis, the tool identifies 10 steps to influence, such 
as the skills of individual members, the way the group is organised 
and makes decisions, how the group is represented. Each of these 
steps has a title and a set of indicators. Groups explore each step 
and agree where they think the group is currently positioned in 
terms of its capacity to influence.  
The horizontal axis is about how influential the group feel that they 
are. There is discussion within the group about why they feel like 
that and what their strengths and weaknesses are. The group can 
also consider how influential they would like to be and plan some 
actions to get there. 
The tool works through a series of exercises, designed to be done 
in small groups (minimum of 3 people); a facilitator is not essential 
but may be helpful. 
There are publicly available resources to support the use of this 
tool, including a Handy Guide and a Toolkit. 

http://changesuk.net/resources/axis-of-influence-series-voice-and-echo/�
http://changesuk.net/resources/axis-of-influence-series-voice-and-echo/�
http://changesuk.net/resources/axis-of-influence-series-voice-and-echo/�
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Resources needed 3 or more participants for each exercise.  
Optionally, a facilitator.  
The Voice Resource Pack, comprising guidance for the exercises 
and blank worksheets. 
Flipchart, pad, pens etc. for recording details from discussions. 
Appropriate venue.  

How you might use the 
tool 

The tool is designed for group use, although you don’t need to 
have all members of your group taking part in every exercise. 
There are five exercises, with associated worksheets, leading the 
group through from plotting on the individual axes, then bringing 
the axes together and finally looking at how to become more 
influential. 
To make this work, someone will need to study the information 
about the tool in advance, so that they understand how it works 
and the details of its use. The tool could be worked through in a 
single session (although this would be a long and probably arduous 
day) or in separate sessions, depending on what works best for 
your participants. 

How much time you’re 
likely to need 

The time needed for the each of the exercises varies from 20 
minutes – 2 ½ hours. The authors of the tool note that the process 
may bring about considerable discussion, often raising tricky issues, 
and that there should be time available to work through these.     

Your notes regarding 
preference 
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A.3 Template for notes of meetings 

Notes of meeting with [name of group] at [location] on [date] 

Facilitator/research:     

Model being road tested: 

Who was there? [names and roles of participants if possible] 

What did you do? [what was covered in the meeting and what was the facilitator’s/researcher’s 
role?] 

What  were the outcomes and agreements? [the next steps and agreed expectations] 

What issues came up? 

How were these resolved? 

Any particular difficulties with the chosen model? 

Your own comments? [E.g. What worked well? What didn’t? How could things have been improved 
or done differently?] 
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A.4 Interview topic guide 

QA empowerment action research – questions and prompts for telephone interviews 
 
Preamble – Thanks. How did it go? How are you feeling about this research study?  
 

A. Using the tool 
 

a. Had you heard of it before? 
b. Do you think you would have used it without being introduced to it through this 

action research project? 
c. How did you actually use it? 
d. What adaptations did you make? 
e. Who was involved? 
f. Did you use a facilitator? 
g. In a nutshell, how would you describe its main purpose? 
h. Have you ever before used anything similar to help you think about empowerment? 

 
B. The positives 
 

a. Which aspects/exercises were helpful? 
b. Was the guidance clear? 
c. Were the materials for the exercises useful?  

 
C. The problems 
  

a. What were the main problems? 
(some prompts for example: deciding who should work through the exercises; 
agreeing how to work through the exercises; the relevance of the exercises; the 
complexity of the exercises; the length of time needed to complete the exercises; 
the need to modify the exercises; worries about bias and reliability) 

b. Did everyone understand what was going on? 
c. Were there some people who felt left out? 
d. If so, why? 

 
D. The benefits 

 
a. What did your group gain from using the tool?  
b. What did you learn about empowerment? 
c. Did using the tool help you to see how your group contributes to community 

empowerment? 
d. Did you change your understanding of what it takes to feel or to be empowered? 
e. What concrete actions has your group taken as a result of using the tool? 
f. Has anything else changed for the better to make you feel more empowered? 
g. Were there any other things that you learned as a result of using the tool? 

 
E. Future applications 
 

a. Would you recommend this tool to other groups? Why/why not? 
 

b. Do you think you would do this – or a similar exercise – again, in order to think 
about how to improve your experience of empowerment? Why/why not? 
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F. Conclusions 
 
a. Overall, from your experience of ‘road testing’ this tool to measure your group’s 

empowerment, what would you say are the key ingredients for communities to have 
a good and meaningful experience of empowerment?  
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A.5 Invitation to the workshop 

Community empowerment- CDF action research project 

October 26th 2010 

Thank you for your involvement so far in this research.  Your experience and feedback has been 
very useful and we are currently drafting a report of the first stage of the project.   

The next stage is a workshop for representatives from the groups we have been working with.  This 
will be on Tuesday, December 7th 2010, at Days Inn hotel, Nottingham, starting at 11am 
and finishing at 3pm at the latest. 

The main purpose of the workshop is to discuss what we have said in the report and to pick up on 
any final points. We want to check with you that our report reflects your experiences and that you 
agree with the recommendations we will be making to the Community Development Foundation 
about the usefulness of the tools. Also, it will be an opportunity for you to meet the other groups 
that have been involved in this project. 

Each group is invited to send two representatives, one of whom should be the main facilitator or 
lead for the work. We will cover your basic travel expenses and volunteers will receive a £20 gift 
token as a small thank you for the group’s contribution. We would be grateful if you could use the 
most economical means of travel, including booking train tickets in advance – we have tried to 
arrange the day to avoid you having to travel at peak times. We will pay towards the reasonable 
costs of child/dependent care and interpreting fees. At the workshop you will be given an expenses 
form to complete; receipts will be required. 

Please could you let us know who will be coming to the workshop and whether you have any 
support or access needs that we should be aware of. Complete the form attached and return it to 
Ruth Stanley by November 19th. 

The report and a programme for the workshop will be sent out towards the end of November. A 
map and directions are attached so that you can plan your journey. We do hope you can make the 
time to come, as we look forward to hearing your views. 

Best wishes, 

Alison Gilchrist (on behalf of the research team) 
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Response form for quality assurance action research workshop 

Tuesday, December 7th, Nottingham 

 

Name of your group: 

 

Names and contact details of people attending workshop: 

A)  

Name: 

E-mail: 

Postal address: 

Phone number: 

B)   

Name: 

E-mail: 

Postal address: 

Phone number: 

Are there any particular dietary, access or language requirements that we need to cater for? Please 
specify: 

Please return this completed form to Ruth Stanley (ruth@r4c.org.uk ) by Friday, 19th November.  

If you have any queries about arrangements for the event, please contact Ruth Stanley by email or 
phone (01938 555759). 

 

mailto:ruth@r4c.org.uk�
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A.6 Workshop plan 

Community empowerment -  making it meaningful and measuring impact 

Workshop plan – Tuesday, December 7th 2010 

Facilitated by Alison Gilchrist, Marilyn Taylor and Helen Fitzhugh 

11.00am Introductions and overview of the day   

Explanation of what we mean by quality assurance and the purpose of the research 

11.15am Road-testing the toolkits 

Group discussion – sharing your experiences of using the toolkits. 

 Did the draft report capture the main points from your experience? What do we 
need to add or change? 

11.30am Working in two groups, each with people who have road tested the different 
toolkits: 

1) Which toolkit did you use and what did you find useful? 

2) What difference, if any has it made to your group/organisation?    
 

3) How have your members and the wider community benefited? 
 

12.15pm Feedback and group discussion 
 
12.45pm LUNCH 

1.15pm Empowerment in practice – developing a checklist 

Group exercises to look at what makes empowerment meaningful for communities, 
and how the quality of empowerment practices can be measured. 

A) You go to visit another group – what would you be looking for to tell whether they 
were effective and influential (empowered)? 

B) You have found one group that seems particularly empowered – what do you think 
has happened to make them that way? 

2.15pm  Feedback and identify broad themes and criteria for template 

2.45pm  Conclusions and next steps 

3.00pm  Thanks and good byes 
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