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the other hand, he suggests there was a self reinforcing destructive circle: “defection, 
distrust, shirking, exploitation, isolation, disorder, and stagnation intensify one another 
in a suffocating miasma of vicious circles” (Putnam, 1993:177).

In a discussion paper prepared by the Performance and Innovation Unit of the Cabinet 
Office (PIU, 2002), three pathways to improved governance were identified.

1.	 Social capital makes citizens more community-orientated, law abiding and 
co-operative with the state.

2.	 Social capital makes citizens more sophisticated consumers of politics, providing 
routes through which they can learn about the wider policy context, and can 
mobilise and lobby government to act in ways that benefit the community.

3.	 Social capital, invested in bureaucrats and politicians, makes them better at 
cooperating with citizens. 

However, research by Lowndes and colleagues has suggested that while approaches 
based on resources (socio-economic status) and social capital can each play a role in 
explaining civic participation, “this is not the end of the participation story” (Lowndes 
et al., 2006:4). Rather, they argue that local leaders’ behaviour – their openness and 
responsiveness to citizen participation – also makes a difference to participation. 
Research by Lowndes et al. revealed that certain ‘institutional filters’ determined 
whether social capital converted into political participation – in particular, party politics, 
public management and the infrastructure of the voluntary and community sector. In 
this sense, they argue that “locally-specific civic infrastructures shape the extent to 
which social capital is mobilised as a resource for political participation” (2002:9). They 
further hypothesise that:

“In areas where the voluntary and community sectors are internally fragmented or 
poorly connected to the local state, social capital is more likely to be invested in 
informal social and neighbourhood activity than in political participation directed at the 
policies and decisions of local government. Hence, it may be possible for an area to 
have strong reserves of local social capital that are not translated into effective 
demands upon local policymakers. It is clear, then, that political and managerial 
initiatives to increase participation may go down very differently in different places, 
depending upon the institutional structures and sensibilities of civil society. Institutional 
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rules within the political, managerial and ‘civic’ domains thus interact to ‘switch on’ (or 
off) the potential of social capital as a resource for political participation” (2002:9).

The common assumption that social capital is intrinsically good or at least neutral has 
also been challenged. Halpern (1999) questions social capital as a ‘good’ to society by 
arguing that organised crime or gangs involve a ‘social network’ with shared norms; but 
they hardly constitute a societal good. Indeed, some of the same characteristics of social 
capital that enable beneficial outcomes can also have negative effects. The Performance 
and Innovation Unit (2002) identified other potential downsides of social capital:

fostering behaviour that worsens rather than improves economic performance, •	
which may occur, for instance, if individuals or groups form networks to pursue 
sectional interests at the expense of the efficient functioning of the market

acting as a barrier to social inclusion and social mobility (for example, creating an •	
arena of ‘old boys’ networks’). After all, social capital, like other forms of capital, 
is not evenly distributed

dividing rather than uniting communities or societies (for example, the kinds of •	
groupings and associations which can generate social capital also always carry the 
potential to exclude others – exclusive clubs may have strong internal bonds, but 
are hardly open to outsiders and may be unwilling to work for a wider social good)

facilitating rather than reducing crime, educational under‑achievement and •	
health-damaging behaviour, so that social capital, through problematic social 
networks, can become a constraint on individuals’ actions and choices

Impact on services 
Local authorities perceive that participation can have a positive impact on service delivery. 
For instance, a 2002 survey suggested that 70 per cent of local authorities think that 
public participation initiatives are either ‘often’ (26%) or ‘fairly often’ (44%) influential on 
decision-making (Birch, 2002). Just over a quarter of respondents (26%) felt that the 
most important benefit of public participation was improved services. Similarly, a survey of 
local authority officers in 2006 found that the great majority of them believed that public 
engagement in their authority or service had led to better services. Bovaird and Downe 
(forthcoming) found agreement that engagement had led to: 

services that were more responsive to the needs of users (89%)•	

more informed decisions (86%)•	
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more accessible services (81%)•	

higher quality services (79%)•	

more ‘joined up’ services (76%)•	

better value for council tax payers (59%)•	

Evidence in relation to actual, as well as perceived, impact on service delivery is 
provided below.

Regeneration 
Since the introduction of the Single Regeneration Budget in 1994, public participation 
has been at the heart of regeneration policy. For instance, the New Deal for 
Communities (NDC) programme – which established regeneration partnerships in 39 
deprived areas – involves local people on Boards, thematic forums and committees, as 
well as providing various ad hoc opportunities for engagement. However, assessing the 
outcomes of NDC interventions is difficult, and disentangling the role played by the 
wider community even more so. Evidence from the national NDC evaluation reveals 
that local people believe that community engagement can have an indirect but 
important influence over NDC activities: community involvement helps shape strategies 
and in some cases the detail of NDC interventions. Nonetheless, the nature and impact 
of community involvement varies from major interventions in housing, which could not 
have been achieved without the community involvement approaches adopted, through 
to more modest (but important) adjustments to project detail in employment projects.

The Neighbourhood Management Pathfinder (NMP) programme aims to enable 
deprived communities and local services to ameliorate local outcomes, by improving 
and joining up local services, and making them more responsive to local needs. The 
national NMP evaluation has concluded that the involvement of residents has provided 
a degree of accountability in the improvement of services that would otherwise have 
been unlikely (SQW, 2008). The presence of neighbourhood management teams with 
local knowledge and the capacity to engage both local residents and voluntary groups 
is facilitating a greater level and quality of citizen engagement in most Pathfinder areas. 
This in turn provides opportunities for service providers to shape their services in ways 
that are more in line with local priorities, sometimes in modest ways (eg changing the 
times of opening hours) but sometimes more significantly (eg shaping masterplans and 
housing proposals).
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SQW (2005) conclude that community involvement, if managed effectively, can improve the 
delivery of mainstream services in deprived areas by:

giving providers better local knowledge•	

improving user access to services•	

increasing awareness amongst providers of the potential for joined up solutions•	

enhancing the motivation of front-line staff•	

prompting innovation in service design and delivery•	

These benefits to the way services are delivered can be translated into immediate outputs 
and outcomes, in the form of:

new or improved services•	

reductions in the unit costs of service provision•	

reduced costs in other aspects of service provision (especially in housing)•	

increased user satisfaction•	

improved environmental quality•	

reduced crime rates and fear of crime•	

better prospects for improved health outcomes•	

improved employment opportunities for local residents•	

The sustainability of these benefits depends on providers buying into the localisation of 
decision-making and the implementation of community involvement with clear 
objectives, stable long-term structures and processes, and mechanisms to encourage 
broad involvement.

Health 
According to Rogers and Robinson (2004), many studies have linked levels of mortality, 
morbidity and disease to social capital. They argue that the social capital that is 
produced by community health projects can, in itself, be an effective preventative tool. 
Citing Putnam, they refer to more than a dozen large studies conducted in the USA, 
Scandinavia and Japan which show that “people who are socially disconnected are 
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between two and five times more likely to die from all causes, compared with matched 
individuals who have close ties with family, friends, and the community” (2000:327). 
Further evidence of reduced morbidity is proffered by Berkman (1988) who makes the 
link between a sense of community and improved immune systems, lower blood 
pressure and the prevention of premature ageing.

Research for the Department of Health’s Health in Partnership programme shows that 
public involvement can influence policies, plans and services, and can increase the 
confidence, understanding and skills of those participating (Harrison et al., 2002 cited in 
Welsh Office, 2005). Findings from the twelve research projects (Department of Health, 
2004) in this programme found evidence of a number of positive outcomes – particularly 
in the area of the patient experience. The study found that patient involvement:

increases patient satisfaction•	

increases patient confidence and reduces anxiety•	

fosters greater understanding of personal needs, improved trust, and better •	
relationships with professionals

leads to positive health effects•	

Policing 
There is a long-established acknowledgement that strong communities can help reduce 
crime and anti-social behaviour. By the 1940s, Chicago School sociologists Shaw and 
McKay (1942) had recognised that if a community is not self-policing and imperfectly 
policed by outside agencies, some individuals will take the opportunity to participate in 
delinquent behaviours. They observed that one of the factors that differentiated low 
crime areas from high-crime areas was the existence of strong community ties with 
extensive social networks and high levels of trust or solidarity. Combined, these 
characteristics worked to monitor and socialise young people and enabled communities 
to pull together to maximise the value of public services. More recent analysis, again 
conducted in Chicago, found further evidence to support this ‘social disorganisation 
theory’. In a study of 343 ‘neighbourhood clusters’, Sampson et al. showed that, “after 
adjustment for measurement error, individual differences in neighbourhood 
composition, prior violence, and other potentially confounding social processes, the 
combined measure of informal social control and cohesion and trust remained a 
robust predictor of lower rates of violence” (1997:923). It is worth highlighting, 
however, that social disorganisation theory is not without its critics and even 
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proponents do not argue that strong communities are the sole, or even most 
important, factor in preventing crime.

Perhaps the best known experiment of community involvement in policing and crime 
prevention is the Chicago Alternative Policing Strategy (CAPS) which was initiated in 
the mid-1990s by the Chicago Police Department. This initiative shifted the onus of 
maintaining public safety from the police to neighbourhood partnerships between 
police and local residents. This was supported by strong inter-agency partnerships, to 
the extent that CAPS was regarded as a citywide programme. This programme has 
been the subject of a large scale ongoing evaluation by a consortium co-ordinated by 
the Institute for Policy Research at Northwestern University. In a report examining the 
progress of CAPS during its first ten years, the evaluation team found:

evidence of sustained and high levels of public involvement – in 2002, 67,300 •	
people attended a total of 2,916 beat meetings

a big increase in the percentage of residents who agree that police in their area •	
are dealing with the problems that concern residents and working with residents 
to solve them, both goals of CAPS

that crimes of almost every category have declined significantly, though the drop •	
in crime observed in Chicago paralleled trends in other big cities

However, the evaluators also highlight sustained problems with aspects of public 
involvement – in particular, the limited ability of beat meetings to prompt action and 
the fact that rapid turnover amongst officers attending the meetings acted as a barrier 
to the development of strong relationships between police and the public. What’s 
more, the analysis reveals that efforts to solve local priority problems have not been 
very effective: “district-level priorities get more sustained attention, but the same 
problems, in about the same locations, persist year after year. Over time the 
effectiveness of beat meetings in setting problem-solving agendas for the public has 
declined” (Chicago Community Policy Evaluation Consortium, 2004:x).

More recently, the evaluators reported that the Chicago Police Department have 
responded to media-generated concerns about crime by shifting significant resources 
from CAPS into specialist crime ‘crackdown’ squads. They describe the programme as a 
‘shell’ waiting to be resurrected, surviving only due to the entrenchment of the beat 
meetings in the city’s organisational life (Skogan, 2008). This emphasises the 
importance of political and organisational support for effective community involvement.
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In his review of neighbourhood policing, Myhill (2006) reports that evaluation has been 
restricted to specific projects and programmes which, in most instances, come from the 
US. He concludes that all major evaluations of community policing in the US have 
recognised some degree of implementation failure, but there that is evidence to 
support the benefits of community engagement in policing. A summary of the key 
findings from this literature review are presented in Table 3.

Table 3: The outcomes of community engagement in policing 

Benefit Evidence Findings

Reducing crime Weak positive evidence Some positive findings, some 
neutral, no negative

Reducing disorder/anti-
social behaviour

Fairly strong positive 
evidence

Mostly positive findings, some 
neutral, no negative

Increasing feelings of 
safety

Fairly strong positive 
evidence

Mostly positive findings, some 
neutral, no negative

Improving police 
community relations and 
community perceptions

Strong positive evidence Almost all positive findings, 
minimal neutral, no negative

Increasing community 
capacity

This is a gap in the evidence

Changing policy officers’ 
attitudes and behaviour

Fairly strong positive 
evidence on attitudes; 
mixed evidence on 
behaviour

(Source: Myhill, 2006)

Housing 
Rogers and Robinson (2004) identify a range of potential outcomes associated with 
greater tenant involvement in social housing:

increased tenant satisfaction with housing management•	

improvements in objective measures of service performance•	

greater trust among tenants in the management of housing estates•	
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However, a recent review of the evidence for Communities and Local Government 
argues that despite anecdotal evidence about the benefits of participation for landlords, 
tenants, the housing service and the wider neighbourhood, validated research findings 
to support these assertions are much more difficult to find (Cole, 2008). The distinction 
between the analytical and the anecdotal is blurred. The author argues that the limited 
evidence available suggests that tenant management does not necessarily secure 
greater tenant empowerment – the relationship is context-dependent and not 
straightforward. Whilst the Cave Review (2007) recommendation for the creation of a 
National Tenant Voice may provide a conduit for greater tenant influence on landlords’ 
policies and strategies, Cole argues that there is no systematic evidence on how far 
tenants have been able to exert influence through the existing regulatory regimes in 
both local authority and housing association sectors.

A major evidence review for ODPM on housing management effectiveness also noted a 
scarcity of evidence about whether or not tenant participation makes a difference 
(More et al., ODPM 2005). The only relevant study identified pointed out that the 
benefits of participation were taken as self-evident truths by many officers in the 
research case studies, rather than as empirically demonstrated outcomes. However, the 
research concluded that the overall evidence of the case studies was unequivocal. 
Tenant involvement had a positive impact on service quality and none of the 
participants – officers, elected members and tenants – thought that services had 
deteriorated as a result of tenants being involved, informed or consulted (DETR, 2001). 
While such consensus is not conclusive, it is the best available current evidence.

Tenant Management Organisations (TMOs), where tenant-controlled organisations take 
on aspects of the management and maintenance services under contract to the 
landlord, are widely cited as positive examples of participation in housing. An 
evaluation of TMOs (ODPM, 2002) found that:

they were performing better than their host local authorities and compared •	
favourably with the top 25 per cent of local authorities in England in terms of 
repairs, re-lets, rent collection and tenant satisfaction

77 per cent of TMO tenants were satisfied with their TMO overall compared with •	
67 per cent of council tenants in the Survey of English Housing (2000/01)

77 per cent of TMO tenants compared with 49 per cent of council tenants in the •	
Survey of English Housing (1999/2000) were satisfied with the opportunities to 
be involved in the management of their homes
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77 per cent agreed that the TMO played an important part in improving the •	
quality of life in the area

However, Cole (2008) argues that it is difficult to rely too much on this evidence 
because of the small number of TMOs, the marked differences in scale compared to 
local authority landlords and the possible ‘halo’ effect in the early years, when the level 
of commitment may be at its peak. Longer term comparative evaluation would help to 
answer such questions more effectively. 

The most recent systematic study of housing outcomes was undertaken by the Audit 
Commission (2004). It sought to establish the costs and benefits of resident 
involvement in housing associations. The research found that it was possible to identify 
some benefits from participation in improved performance, stronger accountability and 
better services, although these could not be quantified. Separately identifying the 
‘costs’ of participation was much more difficult – whether for landlords (because in 
most cases these were not separately accounted for) or for residents (especially the 
‘opportunity costs’ of time spent in attending meetings, sitting on committees or 
leafleting).

The Audit Commission pointed out that it was easier to suggest that participation 
brought value for money in securing service improvements than it was to demonstrate 
its effects in building residents’ ‘social capital’ or in enhancing overall landlord 
accountability. The report suggested that landlords often underestimated the 
investment needed to ensure that residents had an effective role as board or committee 
members – formal representation was often seen as the end of the process of involving 
residents, rather than the start of a longer journey. 

Education 
According to Rogers and Robinson (2004), there are at least four potential benefits that 
can result from engaging communities in their local schools:

helping to ensure that schools and related services understand the needs and •	
values of parents and students, so delivering a better service to them

fostering social networks and social trust•	

involving parents, pupils and local people in the decision-making process, helping •	
schools to gain the trust and co-operation of the communities they serve
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involving parents, pupils and community representatives in school governance, •	
encouraging the habit of active citizenship

Evidence of actual outcomes is available from the evaluation of the Peers Early 
Education Partnership (PEEP) – a pre‑school intervention in Oxfordshire aimed at 
increasing the educational attainment of disadvantaged children from infancy to five 
years through partnerships of parents and carers. Evangelou and Sylva (2003) evaluated 
the effects of the PEEP Project over two years and found that children whose parents 
had participated in the programme made “significantly greater gains” in language, 
literacy, numeracy and self-esteem, than a control group who had not been involved 
with the project.

The Evaluation of the Full Service Extended School (FSES) initiative also uncovered 
evidence of increased pupil attainment (Cummings et al., 2007). The FSES initiative was 
launched in 2003 with an aim to support the development, in every local authority 
area, of one or more schools which provide access to health services, adult learning and 
community activities, study support and 8am to 6pm childcare. An evaluation of the 
programme (Cummings et al., 2007) found that the approach was impacting positively 
on pupils’ attainments – particularly in the case of pupils facing difficulties. FSES were 
also found to be having a range of other impacts on outcomes for pupils, including 
engagement with learning, family stability and enhanced life chances. In the case of 
children facing real difficulties, these outcomes were often closely related. The 
cost‑benefit analysis conducted by the evaluators found that the costs and benefits of 
the FSES were both high. Nonetheless, the benefits were found to equal or outweigh 
the costs, and since they accrued particularly to children and families facing the greatest 
difficulties, FSES approaches were deemed to represent a good investment.

Employment
In his seminal work on the “strength of weak ties”, Granovetter (1973) highlighted the 
importance of weak ties (to former colleagues, acquaintances, friends of friends), as 
opposed to strong ties (to close friends and family), in the process of finding 
employment. Although labour economists had long recognised that personal contacts 
were important routes to employment, Granovetter’s study was particularly interested 
in the nature of the relationship between the job seeker and the contact. He found that 
counter to the intuitive hypothesis that: “those with whom one has strong ties are 
more motivated to help with job information”, it was in fact “those to whom we are 
weakly tied“ who are “more likely to move in circles different from our own and will 
thus have access to information different from that which we receive” (1973:1371).
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More recent studies have continued to demonstrate the importance of personal 
contacts in the job search process. For instance, a US study of 35,000 job applicants to 
one company over a nine year period concluded that access to and effective use of 
social networks was an important route to getting hired (Petersen et al., 2000). In the 
UK, a study of one Department of Health and Social Security cohort during the 1980s 
concluded that more of these jobseekers found employment through personal 
networks than through any other individual route (Daniel, 1990).
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