
1

The evidence review explored community agency and control, and their effects on
communitywellbeing.

It identified several common features that influence collective agency and control at the
community level:

● Opportunities for community connections
● Ability tomake decisions
● Availability and size of funding
● Maturity of community agency, including existing relationships

The research provides good indications that improved community agency and control can
lead to improved community wellbeing.

Other key insights:

● Communities have different starting points anddonot necessarily respond in the
samewaywhen exercising their agency and control.

● The picture ismixed: 14 of the 27 studies reported someneutral or negative impacts.
● There are evidence gaps for evaluation of the long-term impact of place-based
interventions andmore needs to be known about the impact of community agency
and control being limited.

This research can be used to shape further research andpolicymaking, aswell as guide
funding decisions andpractitioner activity.

Community agency,
control andwellbeing
Community agencyandcontrol as final outcomesor enablers of
place-based interventions and their impact oncommunitywellbeing.
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Research suggests neighbourhood belonging, social connectedness and
community control are determinants of health influenced by social conditions,
which can be addressed by local action.

Wehave previously undertaken a rapid evidence review to understand the social capital
outcomes of the first two: neighbourhood belonging and social connectedness.

We nowbuild on this work to understand the role of the third: community agency and
control.

Undertaken byNew Local, the evidence review explored related but distinct concepts of:

● Community agency - the ability of a community to act on its own behalf.

● Community control - the ability of a community tomake its own decisions about its
future.

● Community power - the ability of a community to influence the decisions and actions
of others.

It looks at the impact their exercising has on community wellbeing.

What is community wellbeing?

Community wellbeing is about beingwell together. This report defines it as ‘the
combination of social, economic, environmental, cultural, and political conditions
identified by individuals and their communities as essential for them to flourish and
fulfil their potential.’ (Wiseman andBrasher 2008: 358)

BACKGROUND
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This review had three primary research questions:

1. What evaluation research has been carried out to assess the effectiveness of collective
action on community-level wellbeing outcomes?

2. What are the key findings on the effects on community control and power at the
community level?

3. What are the common features of changes to collective agency, control and power at
the community level?

The review searched peer-reviewed and grey literature, and used a call for evidence, to find
place-based evaluations that:

● had a community action or resident-led component or employed collective
empowerment strategies to affect change at a local level.

● targeted one ormore community wellbeing outcomes (see the study PICOS in the full
report for the full list of community wellbeing outcomes).

Grey literature sources

Valuable repositories identified by the study include:

● The Institute for Community Studies Repository

● Local Trust Insights Library

● TheNational Lottery Community Fund Insights Library

● People’s Health Trust publication Library

Many studies were excluded due to poorly described community agency or wellbeing
outcomes. Individual wellbeing outcomeswere not included.

Initial studies
identified
N = 5,500

Studies
assessed for
eligibility
N = 225

Total studies that
met review criteria

N = 27
(17 published,

8 grey literature,
2 via call for evidence)

THE STUDY

Whatwas done

Making the cut

https://www.youngfoundation.org/institute-for-community-studies/repository/
https://localtrust.org.uk/insights/
https://www.tnlcommunityfund.org.uk/insights/documents
https://www.peopleshealthtrust.org.uk/publications
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The included studiesmeasured a range of community wellbeing outcomes as detailed
below:

The 27 studies were grouped according to three intervention types:

1. Large-scale place-based interventions (n=8) includes research from funded,multiple
site programmes.

2. Community (n=9): includes evidence associatedwith community empowerment,
business and grants.

3. Arts, health and public spaces (n=10) - includes evidence on interventions focused on
specific arts, health, places and spaces.

AMixedMethods Appraisal Tool (MMAT) (Pluye et al 2011) was used to attribute confidence
scores to each of the studies.

Full details of each study and the resulting analysis can be found in the full report.

MEASURES ANDANALYSIS
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Themost commonmechanismof change across the studies was initiatives that saw
individuals and communities ‘coming together’ to work toward a common aim.

The process resulted in:

● improved community connections

● improved trust

● improved pride in and sense of place

This was achieved through both informal andmore formal [governance] arrangements,
improving social capital and, in one particular instance, protecting participants from the
negativemental health impacts of lockdown. However, communities not having the power
to expand thewindow of opportunity for such interactions can be limiting, as was the case
with an intergenerational project that could not continuewithout external support.

Connectivity, trust and sense of placewere improvedwhen communities could:

● genuinely identify priorities

● develop a vision

● permit action together alongside local stakeholders.

Such activity had the additional benefit of developing an enhanced understanding of local
needwhile enhancing community cohesion in the process.

External fundingwas cited as a facilitator inmany studies. It was found to:

● help develop communities’ confidence to bring about change

● improve their associated skills and knowledge

● improve pride and connections.

Relatively small sums ofmoneywere found to be effective in enabling change and
enhancing a sense of belonging, especially where communities were involved early on in
the process of deciding how themoneywould be used.

However, some evaluations indicated thatmoney had the potential to:

● create tensions

● bring about power imbalanceswithin communities

● prove insufficient to develop the community power necessary to influence others.

WHATDIDWEFIND?

Community connections

The ability to influence decisions

Funding
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14 of the 27 studies reported someneutral or negative impacts.

Few studies evaluated the long-term impact of place-based interventions.

More needs to be understood about the potential implications of the limitation or reduction
of community agency and control.

It can take significant effort to establish, develop andmaintain relationshipswithin the
community.

Existing positive relationships can be enhanced by initiatives designed to develop
community agency and control.

Relationships not yet formed or already fractured canmake positive outcomes harder to
achieve.

This research has included consideration of some particularly significant community
development programmes and found good evidence of positive impact.

This provides a good indication that improved community agency and control can lead to
improved community wellbeing.

The insights suggest that communities do not necessarily respond in the samewaywhen
exercising their agency and control, and have different starting points. This will be a core
consideration for future research, funding and policy design, and practitioner action.

Limitations

Alongwith some of the limitations listed under ‘Making the cut’ above, the lack of
consistency in outcome terminology and conceptual definitionsmay have limited the
scope.

Evidence gaps

The vastmajority of the 27 studies evaluated interventions that were initially instigated
outside the communities themselves, for example nationally administered funding that was
thenmade available to them. There remains a significant gap in identifying instances of
communities themselves exercising agency and control without such an external catalyst or
without ‘being invited to’.

RESEARCH IMPLICATIONS

Amixed picture

Maturity of community agency
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● Conduct conceptual research to develop and refine existing definitions of community
agency and community control.Where possible, research should include the
perspectives of local communities and practitioners.

● Develop models to map contexts, mechanisms and outcomes that link community
agency and community control to improvements inwellbeing. For example, using the
Theory of Change approach. These can be used as critical frameworks to assess the
evolution and dynamics of community agency, power and control.

● Explore the opportunities to develop community agency and community control
maturity models, which considers both an assessment of the community starting
point and the impact of external input or funding.

● Capture the long-term impacts of community agency and control.
● Use high quality methodologies that allow for the identification of all effects, including
negative.

● Ensure those facilitating the project spend time learning from communities about
their current level of community agency and control prior to development.

● Ensure community-instigated projects are evaluated and added to the evidence base.
● Accept disagreement and early losses can be a normal part of the process.
● Value community agency as a long-term endeavour.While the constraints are
acknowledged, beginning and stopping community agency programmes can
undermine the trust established.

● Develop funding streams which are sensitive to existing levels of community agency
and community control. For placeswhere community agency and control are not yet
mature, investment should create the conditions for community agency to develop.

● Manage conflicting priorities and mitigate conflicts of interest to retain ongoing
community relationships.

● Recognise community agency’s value as a long-term endeavour.

The recommendationswere produced as a direct result of the review and its findings. An
additional set was produced alongside themand considered points of good practice - see
the full report formore.

RECOMMENDATIONS FORACTION

For researchers

For funders

For policymakers

For practitioners


