COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT ALLIANCE SCOTLAND

Communities and Wellbeing: Opportunities and Challenges

Note of discussion at members’ meeting, 19 August 2009

Colin Mair, Chief Executive, Improvement Service gave a presentation 

 ‘Wellbeing’ is now a focus of much discussion, using various terminologies: ‘Wellbeing’; ‘Quality of Life’; ‘Life Satisfaction’; ‘Happiness’. 

Policy makers and planners find it easier to talk about ‘wellbeing’ than ‘happiness’. But when actually measuring performance, they find it difficult to get beyond service outputs and look at what people see as actually enhancing their wellbeing. It is hard to bring objective and subjective measurements together.
There is also a question of who has the power to decide which subjective feelings count. People still too often see community engagement as something that they have to get over with before getting on with assessing ‘real’ performance, rather than as something that underpins the whole exercise. They also struggle to come to terms with collective rather than individual wellbeing. 
Dealing with these issues requires us to look at the respective agendas of government, public services and communities. These are currently being widely discussed. But there is a risk of government ‘dumping’ issues on communities and walking away. That would not be a community development agenda. 
Colin outlined some of the key findings on wellbeing in the literature: 
· Increases in income contribute about  50% of increases in subjective wellbeing 
· There is a ‘plateau effect’ for income: increases above £45,000 (2007) have a lesser effect (EIU)

· But inequality affects objective and subjective wellbeing across the range

· Income, health and educational opportunity are highly correlated

· Security and cohesion appear independent.
He was not sure that we have got a full grasp of the implications of seeking to enhance wellbeing. Could we use the difficult period ahead to get a more focused and coherent understanding? 
He explained just how difficult it is likely to be. The figure below shows percentage changes in the public finances available from 2009/10 – 2013/14, according to the UK Treasury and two independent estimates. The decline shown is contrasted with the underlying growth in demand for services. There would be a staggering gap between resources and expectations - probably 15% in real terms by 2013/14. This would be uncharted terrain. 
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Public Finance & Demand (% terms), 2009/10 – 2013/14
This is not just a temporary phenomenon. A structural gap is opening up in public finance, of 6.3% national income by 2017/ 18. Tax rises & spending cuts in a 25/75 balance will claw back 50% of this according to current government forecasts, the remainder is still to be identified.  There will be “two Parliaments of pain”. If the 25/ 75 balance is maintained spending will rise by a maximum of 1% in real terms per annum across the next 20 years.
There is therefore an opportunity and need for a fundamental rethink of what we are doing. We have perhaps 18 months in which there can be a genuinely more open debate is possible, after which we will be locked in to a strategy. The implications of the significant gap between spending growth and demand growth include:
· Pressure for significant efficiency and productivity improvement

· The need to focus on corporate and partnership priorities and ensure that these yield genuine outcomes for communities
· The need to rethink public – community partnership.
The model of ‘doing outcomes to people’ is both ineffective and financially unsustainable. Public/ community partnership will become a key focus, with the potential to find new ways of using resources. 

How can our performance framework respond to this? The National Performance Framework in Scotland sets the purpose of ‘sustainable economic development, the five Strategic Objectives, ‘healthier, wealthier and fairer, smarter, greener, safer and stronger’, and 15 National Outcomes derived from these. Single Outcome Agreements (SOAs) state the outcomes that will be given priority locally, given the local context and circumstances and the National Outcomes. 
But there are many issues about the delivery of SOAs, the leverage they can exert and the circumstances that they face. Partnerships are signing up to some outcomes that they have no idea of how to achieve or to measure. The achievement of many is in reality contingent on whether communities engage in the process. At best there is a growing recognition that you cannot just do outcomes ‘to’ or ‘for’ people’ but must  creating wellbeing ‘with’ communities and facilitate them to achieve wellbeing’.
But this leaves a tension over accountability and who has ‘ownership’ of the outcomes.
Many SOAs profile local inequalities and show an awareness of their impact, but the targets they actually set remain general improvement targets. 

Contribution analysis helps to reveal the communal basis of wellbeing. Work being done by NHS Health Scotland shows that the basis for improved health is communal, not just better organisation of the health system. The same applies in other fields. 
Colin outlined four propositions: 
1. Communal capacity and confidence underpins all other outcomes. It is almost impossible to see how these outcomes could be achieved without the capacity of a confident community behind them. 
2. Public service monopoly approaches to wellbeing issues do not work. However there is a difficulty in fighting elections on inevitably vague seeming commitments to outcomes – issues over inputs tend to come to the fore. 
3. Social capital mobilisation will become progressively more important as public spending declines. We do not have enough genuine subsidiarity, or devolution of decision making. 
4. Community empowerment = C.L.D. strategy. There needs to be a coherent strategy underlying the rhetoric of community empowerment. There is very little point in talking about it if we are not investing in community learning and development. 
Issues for the future included: 
· Focusing the opportunity to move towards equality: recognising the links between wellbeing, cohesion and taxation

· Getting real about the role of public services: recognising the community role in outcomes

· ‘Investment’ in communities, using hard criteria not sentimentalism

· Re-thinking governance and service structures

Colin then took part in a discussion.
Q: How collectively can we get the message across that a community development approach can reduce the need for other services?

CM: Probably 25-35% of all services are engaged in dealing with the consequences of previous lack of support from other services. We need to start the community development work now, even if the pay-off is a ‘slow burn’. But we need to be careful about the language we use – it can come across as utopian and some will see community development as an ideology, not a service. 

Comment: We are getting better at evidencing the impact of community development. We need to link this evidence to approaches such as Social Return on Investment, and use it to influence Single Outcome Agreements etc. 

Comment: Community development is about participation and should not be seen in isolation from the main decision-making mechanisms.

CM: The ideas we are talking about would not shock the Chief Executives of local authorities that I deal with. But they are not clear about how to implement them. 

Comment: We have failed to make tax an issue – the poor pay a higher proportion of their disposable income in tax than the rich.

CM: If the Calman Commission proposals are implemented it will not be possible for a Scottish Government to duck the issue of tax rates. 

CM: Scottish public services have not been enthusiastic about empowering consumers. Even existing rights have a low usage and people meet with bureaucratic obstacles. For example people could be supported, by community organisations, to use their rights for direct payments for care to use the services of community providers. 

Comment: We need to talk loud, talk bravely and ask for a place at the table. Stress that community development is fundamental to the success of all services and decision making processes. Positioning the issue within organisations is important – gaining the recognition that wellbeing, empowerment etc are major strategic themes. 

CM: This is a big challenge. It is about repositioning the role of communities, not just of community development. We need to try to get beyond the situation where people look at whether services are statutory or non-statutory as their way of prioritising expenditure. But if a more sophisticated approach is not seen to work, that is what they will fall back on. 

Comment: Recession may add to the ‘failures’ that services have to deal with – for example it may affect community cohesion and ethnic relations. Services assume that engaging with communities involves increased costs. But that is not true if they look at the whole picture. We need to use the current situation as an opportunity for democratic renewal.

CM: Many in the current leaderships of councils are interested in empowerment. Talk to them plainly and practically. Do not necessarily go on about this being a ‘new politics’ – though that is what it is. There will be a new collective position from local government on how to respond to the crisis, whatever the Scottish Government does. There will be an issue about getting national politicians engaged with this. 
Q. Does the forthcoming crisis create a greater need to ‘measure what matters’ e.g. overall measures of wellbeing, or will its severity render such measurements irrelevant?

CM: It is important for people to recognise that wellbeing is not a separate, additional dimension. Community development is not about achieving different outcomes but about whether we achieve our outcomes at all. So it is very important to show, for example the impact of communities on health or of a fuller partnership with parents and children on schools. We have not however captured the subjective dimension of wellbeing at all yet in our measurements. A community development approach can also test out how far our proposed outcomes are meaningful to communities. 

Q: Much of the discussion has referred to local authorities, Single Outcome Agreements etc. But some would argue that these have little impact on real community engagement. What view does the Scottish Government take of the contribution of organisations such as Housing Associations or Development Trusts that are  heavily involved in creating sustainable communities but have little link to Community Planning?
CM: The government has placed a major emphasis on the contribution of the third sector and there is much more potential for supporting such activity.
Comment: All partners in Community Planning have signed up to the proposition that outcomes can only be achieved through working with others. People involved in community development need to be in there discussing the implications. 
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