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MAKING THE CONNECTIONS

How Communities Can Achieve Influence through Community Led Planning – An Introduction
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How communities can achieve influence – lessons learnt from research undertaken by Carnegie UK

Key to effective Community Led Planning is the ability to forge good relationships with public sector agencies that have both access to funding and expertise, and also are responsible for creating the plans that will determine the future of the local area.  It is this element of clp that often causes it to fail, however, as it can be very difficult for community groups and volunteers, to engage the right person in the public agency and also to understand the various plans that are in place.  

In 2008/9 Carnegie UK, in conjunction with Action for Market Towns, Yorkshire Forward, Integreat Yorkshire and Yorkshire Planning Aid, undertook a piece of research exploring the way in which communities can achieve greater influence through community planning.  This section of the document explores some of the information gained in more detail including the outcomes of various focus groups and one-to-one discussions with community partnerships and public sector officers.

What is influencing and why is it important? 

Also known as ‘bridging’ in the context of clp, influencing is vital if community plans are to be achieved.  When a community partnership is said to have influenced the decisions made by its partners, such as the local authority or health trust, they have affected decisions made by these bodies.  Examples include influencing the way that council tax is spent; effecting policy changes; or altering the way a service is operated.  

Influencing in Practice – Simple Example of Influencing Services, Oldham, Lancashire  
The community partnership in Hathershaw and Fitton Hill asked Oldham Council to change the street cleaning schedule.  They now clean the streets after the bin collection, instead of before.  
Previously the streets were left with scattered debris from spillages and overflows from the bins for a number of days.  The change has resulted in a cleaner environment, improving internal and external perceptions of the area.
This is a simple example of how just communicating can get a local authority to accommodate the needs of the community. 

 

Influencing in Practice - Influencing Housing Policy, Marsden and Slaithwaite, West Yorkshire
Marsden and Slaithwaite in West Yorkshire produced a community plan which included a housing strategy as a priority project.  Using this in their application, their local authority, Kirklees Council, were able to draw down external funds to carry out a housing needs assessment, benefiting both the council and the communities of Marsden and Slaithwaite.  The survey results have since redirected both private and public sector housing investment towards houses with more than 3 bedrooms and to accessible housing.  Some additional funds have also been focused on poor quality housing.  The survey identified:
a)  A lack of housing stock for families with 3 or 4 children of different sexes

b)  Difficulties with housing access for older or disabled residents, with most housing access involving steps and slopes.

c) These issues were more critical than the affordability issue, when compared with other locations.


Influencing in Practice - Influencing Local Authority Spending, Kirkbymoorside, North Yorkshire

Kirkbymoorside, in Ryedale District, North Yorkshire, identified the need for an adult education facility in their community plan.  Their partners, Ryedale District Council, North Yorkshire County Council, and Yorkshire Forward have since brought forward a new adult education centre, library and community services facility.  The final result is slightly different from that originally envisaged by the community, but by addressing partner requirements alongside the community aspirations, it has been possible to unlock the funding required.

Methods of Influencing

The research uncovered three key ways that community groups can influence decisions made by the public sector through the clp process:

1. Influence achieved through written plans, where the links between objectives within a community led plan and wider partner plans are detailed.

2. Influence achieved through building links and relationships, where the community forges relations with the relevant stakeholders in the partner organisations.  

3. Influence achieved through joined up working, where local authority officers gain increased understanding of the local issues through engaging with community groups and hence are more likely to include local issues within their own plans.

Each of these methods was explored in greater detail with a range of stakeholders and the key lessons were noted:

Influence achieved through written plans – key lessons learned
To maximise the influence achieved through this method, it is vital that the community led vision and associated plan is linked to the key strategies of the local authority.  These include the Local Development Framework (LDF) and Sustainable Communities Strategy.  The following advice has been compiled through the Carnegie research:

Linking the Community Led Plan to the Local Development Framework
· Advice should be sought by the community to enable the process of producing the plan to conform to both the: 
· Evidence requirements of the local development framework; and

· Consultation requirements of the LDF.  

If community plans are to stand up to external ‘examination’ by planning inspectors, they need to follow set rules.  This is hard to achieve for a community led plan without strong support from the local authority. 
· Master-plan type documents, which are produced by the local authority in partnership with the local community, can be more easily adopted under the local development framework, for example area action plans and so become formal local development framework documents, but these plans may lack local ownership as they are not truly community-led.

· There is a cost benefit decision to be made on the value of enabling a community plan to be used as supporting material within the Local Development Framework.  The costs centre on the more onerous processes that must be followed, with both their resource requirements and the potential loss of ownership by the community since these processes will need to be largely managed by the local authority.
Linking the community led plan to other local authority strategies
· Advice should be sought from public sector partners on how their plans are structured so the relevant links can be stated in the community led plan.


Influencing in Practice – Feedback from the focus groups
‘They were very aware that if they were to have a plan that was workable and adaptable by partners, that those headings had to be, not coterminous, but there had to be some kind of linkages there, just so that plan could be forwarded by other people through their planning and ways of working.’

In other words communities should undertake their planning aligned with local authority terminology, procedures and actions.
· Building good relationships with the key decision makers and influencers in the local area is important as a way to get one’s voice heard.


Influencing in Practice – Feedback from the focus groups

‘It is about those relationships, and people actually understand that they are not always demanding, they understand the processes and the protocols and that it can take time and they are not being ignored’

In other words building sustainable relationships is key and demands that people work on mutually understood agendas.

· Developing relationships at an early stage, and making the links with documents, can form the basis of highly productive sustainable relationships with those departments which can in turn lead to unforeseen opportunities.

· A basic parish plan type document can be the foundation of strong influence across the council, although for a town a more evidence based approach will be helpful to extend the influence.
Influence achieved through building links and relationships – key lessons learned
· The greatest evidence of effective influence reported in the focus groups was achieved by relationship based links.  These are productive links established between individuals and/ or groups, based on common understanding and even empathy around each other’s objectives as well as mutual trust and respect.  They are typically built up around action relating to delivery and communication, such as provision of information in a timely manner, or in terms of making something happen.  

· The process of producing the community plan or of promoting it is often the starting point for building strong relationship based links.

· Practical evidence of relationship-based influence was demonstrated across all the case study community partnerships.
Influence achieved through joint working – key lessons learned
· Joint working has been a way of increasing the knowledge of local authority officers about specific local areas and issues, which in turn can lead them to be more sympathetic to those areas and issues in their own plans and strategies.  

·  Two benefits of joint work were identified by different groups during the research:  

1. Officers attending community partnership meetings started to build a direct relationship with the community, which often went beyond an individual personal relationship.

2. Officers from different departments (although often in the same organisations) who met with the community together over a period of time were seen to increase their understanding and appreciation not just of the community, but also of each other.  This could be described as an anti-silo thinking impact.  It was explained as progressive over an extended time period.  

Influencing in Practice – Feedback from the focus groups

An example given of the positive impact of officers meeting in the community was of Bradford Council officers meeting to discuss a community centre in Haworth over several years. 

Initially they were reported to have been relatively hostile to each other, convinced of the incompatibility of their activities.  Issues such as the impact of noisy children on adult-focused
activities in neighbouring rooms were raised.  Through periodic meetings over several years, the officers’ personal relationships were built up alongside recognition of the value of working together, both financial and output related.   Plans for a joint community centre are now well developed.
BARRIERS TO INFLUENCE

The research work that was undertaken explored the factors that make it difficult for community partnerships to influence their partners.  The following factors were identified:

· Complexity of language and protocols - particularly around the Local Development Framework:

· Public sector partners noted that it can be hard for professionals.  Training and support is required for community partnership members.

· Lack of trust in local authority - from the community perspective.  There is a need for:

· An environment of trust to be formed.

· Proper consultation that is listened to.   
· Promotion of internal communication and internal advocacy within partner bodies.  Here the implication was that where one part of the partner body is advocating for a community partnership request, that other branches or departments need to take that seriously and respond in a reasoned manner. 

· Removal of political barriers which can be damaging.  Barriers sometimes arise where the dominant political party in the local authority is not the dominant party in the town or parish council and decisions are negatively affected by this situation.  Every effort should be made to depoliticise such situations.  An awareness of this problem is helpful.

· Lack of communication and celebration of influence - recognising what is being achieved through new and improved relationships.   Not celebrating achievements can negatively impact on the internal and external perception of the community partnership.  Good practice recommendations include:

· The need for community partnerships and partners to acknowledge where there has been influence and document this internally as well as communicate this to the community partnerships concerned.  For example, Haworth Community Planning Group used their parish newsletter to update the community on the community planning process.  This is distributed to all households. 
· A disconnect between the community partnership and the first tier authorities – that is the town or parish council.  

· Lack of a sense of community ownership - a top-down approach to support from partner bodies can lead to a lack of a sense of community ownership of the community partnership.

· Need for training – of both communities and officers.

· Changes in personnel - whether officers or volunteers, since knowledge of the process and skills are lost and relationships have to be rebuilt.

· Changes in priorities and reorganisation – especially at local authority level.
ENABLING FACTORS
The research also explored the factors that help to make the influencing process to be successful.  Here are some of the factors:

Community partnership perspective
The following words and phrases were recorded as being important for building relationship-based links by the focus groups for community partnership members:

· Passion; having a champion; someone driving; 
· One vision; 
· Attendance at meetings/ events; 
· Being available/ contactable /responsive;
·  Active; involved; taking advice; 

· Having a professional understanding of getting things done;

· Having a ‘can do’ attitude;

· Understanding and listening; realism;

· Working in partnership;

· Having a good town clerk or equivalent passing on information about issues and informing partners of relevant meeting agenda items (to enable partners to attend appropriate meetings); and

· The importance of meetings that are fun, harnessing the creative energy and passion of participants.  


Influencing in Practice: Enabling factors, Hornsea, Kirkbymoorside and Haworth

In the case of Hornsea, they have found that the sub-group format provides space for more informal and passionate activity.  
In Kirkbymoorside it is in the Green Group an offshoot of the original community partnership group the Town Team.  
In Haworth, the Community Planning Steering Group itself has been an enabling environment for taking initiatives forward, apparently aided by its leadership and makeup including communications professionals.

Partner organisation perspective
The following statements were recorded as being important for building relationship-based links by the focus groups for community partnership members:

· High status of promoting department or officer within the partner body;

· Positive internal advocacy on behalf of the community partnership;

· Investment by the partner body in building links with community partnerships, including some support for community led planning;

· Attendance of officers at community partnership meetings or close contact with key community partnership members.  This does not have to be regular, but when appropriate issues arise;

· Skills of officers, particularly in communication;

· Sense of openness and honesty in communication;

· The ability of officers connected to community partnerships to make decisions without consulting other colleagues or to be seen to come back with positive decisions;

· Good political links, through district political representation and lack of partly political conflict with the local elected body;

· Willingness to fulfil a mentoring or advisory role for community partnership members working on local delivery; and

· Delivery of results for the community.

OPPORTUNITIES TO INFLUENCE

In the research participants were asked to discuss what opportunities existed that would enable more influence to be achieved, with regards both push factors from the community partnership side and pull factors from the public sector partner side.  The focus groups highlighted specific elements of good practice from their experiences that they recommended.
Building the Foundations – good practice strategies

· The value of producing evidence-based community led plans for towns increases the potential to influence partner decision-making.

· The continuous training of community partnership members enables them to engage more effectively with local authority partners and enables fuller induction of new community partnership members.

· Effective communication within the community partnership and between the community partnership and public sector partners is vital.  Celebrating achievements and keeping people informed and engaged is also important.   For example, Haworth put regular updates in the Parish Magazine that goes out to all households.   Hornsea’s Health and Wellbeing Sub-group has started to have stalls at community events and fairs.

Promoting linkages – good practice strategies

· Community groups inviting public partners to key events and vice versa.  

· Community groups inviting wider partners to speak at their community meetings.   For example, Hornsea Area Renaissance Partnership reported that this approach was valuable as a way of building two way appreciation and understanding.  

· Enabling front line officers to make decisions without the need to refer back to more senior officers.  Contributors from both public sector and community partnership groups pointed to the value of increasing the authority of frontline officers to make decisions.

CELEBRATING RESULTS

One aspect of the research explored how influence is measured through successful delivery of projects.  
What/ who have you influenced?

In order to monitor and evaluate activities, it is vital to measure, and where appropriate, celebrate results and to broadcast these to all the stakeholders – the community and wider partners.   

It is good practice for community partnerships to (annually) review their achievements.  Ideally they should be setting annual objectives and assessing performance against these.  Such performance information is useful, both internally to ensure the effectiveness of the partnership, and externally so that the wider community can understand what the partnership is doing.  In addition it may be useful in justifying funding support to demonstrate both the partnership’s effectiveness and its good operating practice.

Performance can be measured by identifying outputs and outcomes:

Outputs – These are the products or services that have resulted from the work – for example a community centre being built; a new business link service operating in the area; a wheels to work project operating bringing people to employment; a community bus service; the upgrade of a footpath; or introduction of new signage. 

Outcomes – These are the changes that have resulted from the outputs- for example more adults were able access cultural facilities; more women were able to undertake business start-up training; a reduction in traffic (and environmental impacts); increased visitors to the town and associated spend. 

Measuring the impact of your influence 

The focus groups suggested that in some cases it was useful to record evidence of how community plans have been able to influence decisions or actions so that their impacts can be monitored.  The sorts of influencing it was deemed as useful to record (for future reference) were:

· Members of the Community Partnership have initiated the output or outcome:

· Where they have gone on to lead delivery, perhaps setting up an organisation to take it forward – (Evidence, they will be on any documentation)
· Where the activity has been the initiative or suggestion of the Community Partnership, but they have achieved it by influencing others to make it happen, perhaps sitting in on a working group and advising and encouraging the process of making it happen (Evidence – they will be on minutes)
· Members of the Community Partnership have actively encouraged others to create outputs or outcomes, but the idea did not come originally via the Community Partnership:

· Where the Community Partnership has sat on the action group of another organisation or project and has input into that (Evidence may be documentation from the action group perhaps referencing in some way to make it easy to pick up at the end of the year).

· Where the Community Partnership has worked through a third party, whether a council officer or other partner (Evidence again should come from Steering Group minutes – referenced for future collation of impacts)
· Actions of the Community Partnership have influenced actual policies of the local council or other public partner:

· Where the council or other public partners has changed its approach as a result of the community partnership influence.   For example, focusing on a new business sector, or a different approach to housing development, transport, the environment, health, policing or leisure?

Another approach to measuring impact is capital invested or public money spending influenced.  This is powerful because it can be quantified, but will not capture the quality of the result, the outcomes.   Sometimes it is hard to quantify the capital/cost implications of influence.  What does it cost for Business Link to come a day a week to a new location?  What is the value of having facilitated the link up of the health centre and the toddler group? Or influenced the planning policy for new houses in your area?  The resources available for tracking impact will affect whether it is practical to document this in detail.  

Some practical suggestions for keeping records of how you have influenced decisions/ actions:

· After each partnership meeting, document how influence has been achieved for recording in the minutes or meeting notes then annually collate these for your annual report.  Although this approach is simple and may not look much as you go along, it builds up and provides valuable evidence of the value of your work.

· Check with partners that what you are recording, in terms of influencing their actions, is appropriate and whether there are additional aspects that you have not captured/recorded:

· Give credit for involvement and actions to partners and also ask for your partnership to be credited in terms of influence achieved; 

· Annually review what you have achieved, both through influencing and more practical actions and use this to inform your plans for the next year; and

· Celebrate the results in newsletters and other communications with your community to help promote what you.

SUMMARY
The participants in the research programme found that by discussing the points at hand, they discovered that influencing partners is an extremely useful element of community led planning.  Overall the key points can be summarised as follows:
Engage and plan

A community’s ability to influence its public sector partners is greatly augmented by developing a community led plan.  However, the process of producing, and later promoting, that plan is as important as the nature of the plan produced.  The relative success of engaging with public sector partners affects how able the community partnership will be in influencing those partners’ decisions and in turn any resource allocation.  

When engaging with public sector partners on a community plan it is useful to:
· Understand how the plan may be used by them

· Tailor the way the plan is developed and presented so that it relates to the public sector partner plans and ways of working 

· Build relationships with individual officers 

It is the building of relationships between community partnership members (normally volunteers) and officers in partner organisations that creates the greatest impact.

Producing community led plans can also have a catalytic effect on the community, enabling them to develop their thinking and drive forward initiatives, whether directly as community initiatives or in partnership with public sector partners.

Above all the most important factor is to have a plan which effectively presents a common view from the community. 

Build an enabling spirit 

Creating an enabling spirit in a partnership group depends on the people involved, their skills and attitude, how they came to be there and what drives them to make things happen.  However, the atmosphere in the group meetings, how comfortable people feel in contributing ideas (including ‘wild and woolly’ ones – Kirkbymoorside Green Group) has a big impact on how effective that group will be.  

Training and advisory support can come in various forms from a local authority or other bodies and is valuable in facilitating understanding of complex processes and protocols and building and maintaining capacity in a group, but having motivated, skilled, ‘can do’ individuals that truly seek to influence on behalf of the community as a whole is even more important. 

Gain support from partner bodies

A positive relationship with the town or parish council is an important factor. Efforts by external bodies to isolate community partnerships from their local council are counterproductive, although a degree of independence is positive.  On a practical level, town or parish councils can provide support for community partnership meetings, providing a room and the secretariat.   At a more strategic level, if town or parish councils do not have a close relationship with community partnerships there is ‘a disconnect’, given their position as the most local elected representative bodies.  This ‘disconnect’ has a very negative impact, not least because there is a sense of competing to influence.

The ideal local authority role is particularly hard to present.  One of the challenges is that local authorities need to be connected to communities, but where they or other public sector partners drive the agenda too strongly, the local ownership, which is so important to effective community partnership operation, is reduced.  Being open to engagement and influence at all levels and being able to respect the community partnership are enabling factors.  Where officers have direct contact with community partnership members and there is an openness to listen, not a presentation of a de facto decision, this can be a valuable starting point in building positive relationships.  The other side of building respect in this relationship is enabled by the community partnership members’ ability to listen and understand the constraints within which officers operate and their presentation of well-founded objectives, such as those developed through effective community led planning.    

Develop continuous effective communications
Communicating is at the heart of the process of making links.  Public sector partners need to communicate the influence affected by community partnerships and community partnerships need to communicate the results of their activities to their community.  Volunteers and officers who are good communicators are in position to build effective links with all their stakeholders.

Is there an ideal scenario?

Perhaps one positive scenario is where a well consulted and linked community plan becomes the strategic plan for the town or parish council as well as the action plan for the community partnership (delivery) group.  Haworth, Stanbury and Cross Roads Parish Council consider their Parish Plan in this way.

