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1 Summary 
1.1 Introduction 

This report presents findings from the evaluation of the Community First 
Neighbourhood Matched Fund programme. Ipsos MORI and NEF 
consulting were commissioned to conduct an evaluation of the Community 
First programme by the Cabinet Office. The same team also evaluated the 
Community Organisers programme in recognition of the close relationship 
between the two programmes. 

The programme has been evaluated to understand process effectiveness 
and the social impact achieved. The evaluation included both primary and 
secondary data collection and analysis. The core aspects were online 
surveys of Panel members and those leading funded projects, longitudinal 
community-based case studies, and analysis of management information 
and secondary data. As such, this report is based on both quantitative and 
qualitative data.1 

Following this summary the report presents programme information and 
evaluation findings across the following sections:  

2 Background and evaluation scope 

3 Programme assumptions and strategic context 

4 Methodology and methodological limitations 

5 Process effectiveness 

6 Understanding social outcomes 

7 Key lessons learnt 

8 Appendices 
 
Community First (CF) was an £80 million programme to fund new and 
existing community groups. The programme was in two parts, the 
Neighbourhood Matched Fund and the Endowment Match Challenge. The 
Endowment Match Challenge is outside of the scope of this evaluation.2 

The Community First Neighbourhood Matched Fund was a small grants 
programme targeting deprived wards. The programme was designed to 
address four overarching problems:  

1 The value of community assets and volunteering are not fully or 
adequately recognised by local communities or traditional grant 
funding. 

                                                      
1 Further details of the methodology are available in Appendix 1. 
2 Throughout this report we refer to Community First (including using the acronym CF) in 
relation to the Neighbourhood Matched Fund element of the programme only. 
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2 Local communities do not have enough influence over funding 
decisions affecting their neighbourhood. 

3 Community groups and projects face barriers to accessing small 
grant funding. 

4 Government funding is not leveraged effectively enough to support 
community groups and projects. 

The Community First programme built on the Asset-based Community 
Development (ABCD) approach, which uses the resources, abilities and 
insights of local residents to address problems, while still offering outside 
assistance in a support role3. Crucially, the programme took a devolved, 
light touch approach throughout its design. Its key features were: 

 Decision making was local – around 600 Community First Panels, 
made up of local people, set funding priorities and decide which 
projects should receive funding in their area. 

 Funding was matched – every £1 provided by the Government 
needed to be matched by at least the same amount in donations, 
which could be cash, services, free products or volunteer time.  

The expectation was that the promise of matched funding would encourage 
people to give time, expertise and resources towards projects that address 
needs in their local area. In this way government funds would have been 
used with the aim of stimulating local action in neighbourhoods with 
significant deprivation and low social capital.  

The Community First programme was delivered through a combination of 
central administrative and support functions by the Community 
Development Foundation (CDF), local decision making by Panels of 
volunteers, and further support and oversight for each Panel provided by a 
Panel Partner (typically a local voluntary or community organisation).  

Each panel established a Community First Plan including priorities for their 
area, and then used these priorities to make decisions about projects that 
applied to receive funding. The programme used an online system, 
developed by programme delivery partners CDF, for managing all key 
aspects of programme delivery.  

Just under £30 million in grant funding has been made available to 
Community First Panels across the four years of the programme. Panels 
identified and recommended projects for funding of up to £2,500 in line with 
agreed priorities. All grant funding was matched by the community. 

                                                      
3 http://www.engage.northwestern.edu/ABCD/index.html   
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assumption was, therefore, that an online administration system would be 
suitable for this programme and did not present a significant barrier to 
those with lower levels of digital skills/experience, and in fact might even 
promote digital inclusion.  

The evidence suggests that the online administration system has usually 
been manageable for those participating in the programme, either due to 
their own existing skill levels or via support from other programme 
participants. Of the Panel members who had themselves used the online 
system, around two thirds (64%) said they found the requirement to 
complete forms online easy, while around one in five (22%) said they found 
it difficult.9 

Support with the online system was often required for both funded projects 
and Panel members. This support has come from different sources, 
including CDF, Panel Partners, and Panel members (the latter particularly 
for projects).  

I found [the online administration] really refreshing, most of the 
time it's worked really well... some people struggled and we've 
guided them through the process. 
Panel Partner 

There was also evidence of increased confidence in IT skills linked to 
involvement with the programme. Fewer than half (46%) of Year Four project 
leads said they had been highly confident using websites and other IT 
before applying for Community First funding. In the same survey, the 
proportion who said they were now highly confident using websites and 
other IT was almost two thirds (64%).10 Despite this increase in confidence 
there were some examples of online administration being difficult for both 
Panels and projects.  

CDF assumed people have PCs at home and some groups don't 
so have struggled with the paperwork. 
Panel member 

Where central or local support has been received this was generally viewed 
positively, including from CDF. However, there were some frustrations 
among Panels about perceived changes in how specific aspects of the 
process worked as the programme continued. Specific examples included 
the nature of the Community First plan and requirements for projects to 
complete particular forms to access funding. Qualitative feedback suggests 
there was also a perception in the final year of the programme that CDF 
became harder to contact as the specific staff involved changed ahead of 
the end of the programme.  

Finally, Panel members and projects felt there was at times a lack of clarity 
around decision and payment deadlines. This led to added stress, 
                                                      
9 Base: Year 2 survey, 220 Panel members, May – July 2013 
10 Base: Year 4 survey, 952 Projects, September – October 2014 
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have the skills needed to organise activities (63% of projects); and 76% of 
panel members felt it was more common for new people to get involved 
(75% of projects).11  

1.3.3 Sustainability 

A key question for assessing social impact is whether the incremental 
changes experienced by individual community members and strengthened 
local networks are enough to catalyse longer term outcomes. But it is also 
important to remember that the programme was always designed to take an 
asset-based approach, building on existing activities, organisations and 
networks.  

As such, the programme aimed to recognise and develop these activities, 
rather than attempting to grow a new local community infrastructure that 
might be sustained beyond the lifetime of the programme. Any assessment 
of sustainability must therefore be grounded in the impact Community First 
had on assets and networks already present in communities. 

Programme participants are positive about their future involvement in similar 
activity, in part reflecting their prior experience and involvement. Indeed 
68% of projects leads said they were certain their group would continue 
working together in some way.12 They are also positive about the impact the 
programme has had on key skills, confidence and social capital. However, 
Panel members, in particular, expressed some concerns about the energy 
levels and availability of community members to continue these projects in 
the future. 

Despite these concerns, there is good evidence that Community First has 
helped sustain projects and networks in local communities. Those involved 
were confident that much of this would continue in future. 

1.4 Key findings and lessons learnt 

Overall, the evaluation findings indicate that the Community First 
programme delivered against its intended outputs. Despite initial 
challenges, which might be expected when attempting something new, it 
generated positive perceptions among programme participants about its 
impacts on individuals and the wider community. The light touch, devolved 
approach adopted by the programme appears to have worked and to have 
been appropriate in ensuring the majority of the small grants funding 
available reached community groups and projects and addressed locally 
determined needs. 

 

                                                      
11 Base: Year 4 survey, 229 Panel members, September – November 2014 and Year 4 survey, 
952 Projects, November – December 2014 
12Base: Year 4, 952 Projects, November – December 2014 
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1.4.1 Demand for funding and core programme targets 

The success of the programme and the evaluation findings show that, 
overall, there is demand for small grant funding. However, this demand has 
varied across local areas; while many Panels had applications for more 
money than they had available, some struggled to find sufficient 
groups/projects to allocate all of their funding. As a consequence there was 
a relatively small shortfall in the amount of recommended funding reaching 
projects.  

The programme largely fulfilled its core targets for the number of 
operational Panels, Panel websites and Community First Plans. This 
involved considerable input from individuals and organisations within the 
programme locally and centrally, including from CDF and via additional 
support and training provided by The Young Foundation.  

1.4.2 Community First processes 

Both Panel members and funded projects generally felt the application and 
decision making requirements and processes worked well, including the 
online administration system. As would be expected, there are indications 
that for some the online approach has been a barrier, although it has not 
possible to measure the extent of this within the scope of the evaluation. 

Websites and social media were not always effective channels in raising 
awareness of the programme in Community First areas. Of much greater 
importance have been recommendations and existing relationships. Even 
so, Panel websites have clearly been useful for those seeking information 
about making applications. 

Some of the success of the programme is a reflection of the simple 
approach adopted by Community First compared with other small grant 
funding programmes. Core requirements for Panel members and projects 
alike were simple enough that there were, overall, sufficient programme 
participants able fulfil them. 

1.4.3 Community assets ---- the approach 

Community First builds on the Asset-based Community Development 
(ABCD) approach, which is based on the principle of identifying and 
unlocking the existing assets within a community to address need, rather 
than focussing on tackling deficits through a centrally determined 
approach. Community First adopts a localised, devolved approach to the 
ways in which needs are addressed and adapts the typical ABCD 
approach to work within the programme’s light touch administrative system. 
In particular, the programme does not incorporate an initial asset mapping 
stage. Rather, the programme utilises the input from Panel members, some 
of whom have prior experience in community development, and existing 
evidence about needs in the local community, to set priorities for funding.  
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The evaluation evidence highlights positive examples of how the 
programme has benefitted from existing assets, such as local residents 
involved in community development professionally and as volunteers, or 
focal points like community centres and associated networks, to identify 
needs within the community and attract applications from projects to 
address these. These were a key success factor within the programme as 
they helped with communication and raising awareness. They also meant 
that Panel members, as volunteers, were able to attract projects within their 
available time, skills and knowledge. 

1.4.4 Community assets ---- local people and organisations 

Feedback through the evaluation highlights that key individuals and 
organisations have taken on significant responsibility for administrating the 
programme. While this has often helped to increase programme 
participants’ skills, there is limited evidence that they have passed this on to 
others in the community.  

Support with administration and processes has often come from Panel 
members with existing community experience, perhaps working in a 
community development role for the local council, or for the Panel Partner or 
other community organisation. In many cases support has been provided 
directly by the local council or voluntary and community sector 
organisations. To a large extent this can be seen as a positive – Panels 
have found willing and able people and organisations to help support them 
without the need for much central programme involvement.  

However, it is worth emphasising that the local expertise Panels relied on 
was in many cases at least partially dependent on public sector funding, 
either directly through the local authority or indirectly via a local CVS. 
Support funded in this way was particularly important for establishing some 
of the Panels, even if they became more self-reliant later in the programme. 
There is a risk that there will be fewer of these experienced individuals in 
future, and this could make it difficult to set up similar groups of local 
people to make funding decisions.  More central programme support could 
help to address this issue.  

There is evidence that, in many Community First areas, the longstanding 
networks of people involved in the project will continue to take on 
responsibilities and involvement in community development beyond the end 
of the programme. In this respect the programme can, therefore, be seen to 
have provided a vehicle for these existing networks to function, and to 
expand their reach to get more and different people involved. 

Some Panel members would have welcomed a greater role in monitoring 
and oversight of funded projects, in part to help them build longer term 
relationships with community groups and enable them to see the impact of 
their funding decisions. The extent to which this responsibility would be 
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welcomed across Panel members is unclear; certainly it is not the case that 
all Panels would have wanted additional responsibility.  

A risk with this type of programme is that local project activity may be 
focused on established, pre-conceived ideas of local needs. This risk is 
increased where there is particularly strong involvement in Panels from 
members of the community with a track record of community development 
activity. On this risk however the evidence from the evaluation is fairly 
positive; the process of capturing local priorities in Community First plans 
has helped to steer projects towards addressing community needs and 
allowed local groups to achieve their goals.  

1.4.5 Additional activity  

A relatively small number of new groups have been created through 
programme activity. Many Panels did not see this as part of their role, and 
the availability of existing networks and groups meant it was simply not 
necessary. It is also worth bearing in mind that creating new groups is a 
considerable task, requiring significant time, skills, and further central and 
local support. On this point Community Organisers seem to be beneficial to 
the Community First programme, particularly encouraging new groups to 
form and apply for funding.  

The evaluation indicates that Community First funding is most effective in 
leveraging new matched resources when it is used to fund new activities. 
While generating new activity and resources is an important element of the 
programme, evidence from Panel members’ shows that Community First is 
perceived as playing a greater role in sustaining and building on existing 
community activity. 
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Background and evaluation scope
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2 Background and 
evaluation scope 

2.1 Background 

Community First (CF) was an £80 million programme to fund new and 
existing community groups. Community First had two parts, the 
Neighbourhood Matched Fund and the Endowment Match Challenge. The 
Endowment Match Challenge is outside of the scope of this evaluation.13 

The Community First Neighbourhood Matched Fund was a small grants 
programme targeting deprived wards. It had the following features: 

 Local decision making– around 600 Community First Panels, made 
up of local people, set funding priorities and decided which projects 
should receive funding in their area. 

 Funding was matched – every £1 provided by the Government had 
to be matched by at least the same amount in donations, which could 
be cash, services, free products or volunteer time.  

Across the four years of the programme, almost £30 million of funding was 
made available in some of the most deprived wards in the country. Through 
the CF programme, government funds were intended to support and 
stimulate community action in response to local needs in neighbourhoods 
with significant deprivation and low social capital.  

Ipsos MORI and NEF consulting were commissioned by the Cabinet Office 
to conduct an evaluation of the Community First programme. The same 
team also evaluated the Community Organisers programme. This report 
builds on interim findings delivered to the Cabinet Office and published in 
Spring 2015, and provides a final assessment of the programme.  

2.2 Evaluation scope 

The programme was evaluated to understand both process effectiveness 
and the social impact achieved. In summary, the aims of the evaluation 
were to assess: 

 How well the programme has been managed and implemented, how 
it could be improved, and what lessons can be learned for future 
work. 

 The extent to which the programme has delivered the expected 
outcomes. 

                                                      
13 Throughout this report we refer to Community First (including using the acronym CF) in 
relation to the Neighbourhood Matched Fund element of the programme only. 
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 The extent to which outcomes and lessons from the delivery model 
are sustainable / sustained beyond the lifetime of the programme. 

 How the programme compares to other programmes / interventions 
which sought to improve levels of community action. 

 Where there is overlap between the CF and the CO programmes, 
how well they have worked together to deliver shared outcomes. 

During an extensive scoping phase we carefully mapped out the flow of 
programme activities in order to understand local and central CF processes 
in detail. The effectiveness of these key activities was then explored through 
the evaluation research.   

Intervention logic models were also developed to articulate the programme 
inputs, activities, outputs, outcomes and anticipated impacts. In addition, 
the evaluation articulated the theory of change for the programme, which 
identified the underpinning assumptions and key stakeholders for whom 
benefits would be realised. This provides a clear analytical framework for 
our assessment of impacts. The same approach was taken for the 
Community Organisers programme. 

Feedback mechanisms were used throughout the programme to ensure the 
evaluation highlighted key issues to the Cabinet Office and Community 
Development Foundation (CDF), the programme delivery partner. In this 
way, lessons learnt from the programme were fed back while both the 
evaluation and programme delivery were ongoing.  

Section 3 of this report sets out more detail on the strategic context and 
programme design. 
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3 Programme assumptions 
and strategic context 

3.1 Programme context 

Devolving decision-making away from central government and into the 
hands of individuals and communities was a core tenant of the previous 
Coalition Government’s ambitions for community empowerment. The 
Community First programme aimed to deliver positive outcomes by 
stimulating local action in neighbourhoods with significant deprivation and 
low social capital. This formed a key part of the mechanisms to achieve the 
Coalition Government’s intention to: 

Take a range of measures to encourage charitable giving and 
philanthropy...and support the creation of neighbourhood groups 
across the UK, especially in the most deprived areas.14 
 
The programme was designed to address the four overarching problems 
listed below (outlined in greater detail in Section 3.3): 

1 The value of community assets and volunteering are not fully or 
adequately recognised by local communities or traditional grant 
funding. 

2 Local communities do not have enough influence over funding 
decisions affecting their neighbourhood. 

3 Community groups and projects face barriers to accessing small 
grants funding. 

4 Government funding is not leveraged effectively enough to support 
community groups and projects. 

The Community First programme built on the Asset-based Community 
Development (ABCD) approach pioneered by John McKnight and John 
Kretzmann of the ABCD Institute at Northwestern University in Chicago. The 
ABCD approach uses the resources, abilities and insights of local residents 
to address problems, while still offering outside assistance in a support 
role.15  

The programme also drew on previous small grant programmes in the UK, 
such as Grassroots Grants.16 However, there were a number of key 

                                                      
14 https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/the-coalition-documentation  
15 http://www.engage.northwestern.edu/ABCD/index.html   
16 http://cdf.org.uk/content/funding-programmes/previous-programmes/grassroots-grants 
(Accessed 29.07.14) 



Community First Neighbourhood Matched Fund: Final Evaluation Report 19
 
 

12-044320-01 | Final | Public| This work was carried out in accordance with the requirements of the international 
quality standard for Market Research, ISO 20252:2012, and with the Ipsos MORI Terms and Conditions which can be 
found at http://www.ipsos-mori.com/terms. © Ipsos MORI 2015. 

differences around central grant administration, decision making 
mechanisms, and the criteria for accepting funding applications, including 
the intention to build sustainable capacity through the matched funding 
aspect of the CF programme. As such, the CF programme was innovative in 
its approach and is not directly comparable to previous small grants 
schemes. 

The programme aimed to tackle the barriers community groups and 
projects face to accessing small grant funding. Overall funding for the 
voluntary sector remains largely stable.17 However, there has been a 
decrease in government funding for voluntary organisations both centrally 
and locally since 2009/10, alongside a move away from grant funding to a 
contract model.18 

3.2 Summary of programme design 

The Community First programme was delivered through a combination of 
central administrative and support functions delivered by CDF, and local 
decision making by Panels of volunteers. The Panels set funding priorities 
and decided which projects should receive funding in their area. There was 
a requirement that all grant funding had to be matched; in the form of cash, 
in kind contributions, or through volunteer time associated with the group or 
project applying. 

The programme involved three key stages: establishing Panels and 
priorities local outreach and decision making, and grant funded activity. 
These are depicted in the process diagram presented in Appendix 8.2. 

The programme used an online system for managing and coordinating 
programme delivery, including Panel registration; submission of Panel 
priorities and Community First Plans19; funding recommendations; grant 
administration; and feedback from programme participants. The online 
system was developed by programme delivery partners CDF.  

3.2.1 Selecting eligible wards 

Economic deprivation and proxy measures of low social capital were used 
to select the wards eligible for funding as part of the Community First 
programme. The 30% most deprived Lower Super Output Areas (LSOAs) in 
England were identified from the 2011 Indices of Multiple Deprivation 
(IMD).This pool of potentially eligible LSOAs was reduced by selecting 
those with a 10% increase in benefit claimants between May 2009 and May 
2010, using Job Centre Plus data. Ward eligibility for the programme was 
based on wards with multiple eligible LSOAs. 

                                                      
17 http://data.ncvo.org.uk/a/almanac15/economy/ 
18 http://data.ncvo.org.uk/a/almanac15/government/ 
19 Panels were required to create a Community First Plan by the end of year two of the 
programme, setting out greater detail on the funding priorities against which grants would be 
allocated, ideally based on additional consultation with the community. 
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Due to the significant change in approach to funding communities adopted 
as part of the Community First programme, the Cabinet Office decided that 
all Top Tier Local Authorities should have at least one Community First 
Panel. All of the first 50 Big Local areas20 were deemed ineligible for funding 
to avoid duplication. 

Funding was allocated at a ward level based on the number of eligible 
LSOAs, with each worth £16,955 across the duration of the programme. 
Where wards contained multiple selected LSOAs the total funds available 
were scaled up accordingly. A full list of eligible wards and their funding 
allocation is available via the CDF website.21 

3.2.2 Establishing Community First Panels 

CDF accepted applications from potential Panels between October 2011 
and May 2012. This followed a letter from the Minister for Civil Society to 
local authority Leaders and Chief Executives highlighting the programme; 
targeted follow-up by the OCS Local Intelligence team22; and awareness-
raising work CDF conducted via its website and with membership 
organisations. 

At the point of registration, all potential Panels submitted a Terms of 
Reference and provided contact details for their members. They were also 
required to supply the name and email address of their nominated Panel 
Partner.  

The Panel Partner was required to be a local registered charity or voluntary 
organisation, preferably operating within the ward where the Panel was 
based. The Panel Partner initially verified that the Panel was representative 
of the community in the ward and that the Panel members satisfied the 
eligibility criteria. Beyond this, their primary function was to provide support 
to the Panel to ensure accountability and transparency. The Panel Partner 
also held funds to cover any expenses incurred by the Panel.  

The Community First Panel’s role involved: 

 Identifying and recommending projects for funding of up to £2,500 
per year in line with agreed priorities. 

 Referring successful projects to CDF and supplying them with 
management information including contact details for the 
organisation, the timeframe and recommended amount of funding, 
and a breakdown of the volunteer hours and amount to be matched 
by the community.  

                                                      
20 http://www.localtrust.org.uk/ (Accessed 20.05.15) 
21 http://cdf.org.uk/neighbourhoodmatchedfund (Accessed 20.05.15) 
22 The OCS Local Intelligence Team provides detailed local knowledge, acting as a connector 
between Whitehall and local areas. 
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 Engaging the local community in the programme and ensuring 
transparency of Panel activity through a dedicated website (and other 
channels where possible).  

A key stage in the programme process was Panels establishing priorities for 
each ward. These priorities were used as a basis for making decisions 
about funding in Years One and Two, and were replaced with a more 
detailed Community First Plan for the remainder of the programme. This 
plan was to be submitted before the start of Year Three of the programme 
(by 31st March 2013). 

3.2.3 Grant funded project activity 

CDF were responsible for checking that all funded projects met some basic 
criteria, but decisions about funding recommendations were taken at the 
local level by Panels. The eligibility criteria for groups receiving funds were 
that they must: 

 Be a not-for-profit, third sector voluntary or community group;  

 Be connected with and/or meet the needs of the local community; 

 Have a bank account with 2 signatories or nominate an organisation 
which has a bank account with 2 signatories to hold funds on their 
behalf; 

 Have a governing document that has as a minimum the name, 
aim/purpose, objectives, a dissolution clause for the organisation, a 
list of Trustees/Committee members, and Trustees/Committee 
member signatures; 

 Provide evidence of significant community participation in their 
application through the group’s matched element to the project; and 

 Show that their project is in line with the priorities identified for the 
ward. 

Once approved, Panels notified CDF of the decision by completing the 
‘Funding Recommendation Form’ via the online administration system. CDF 
then contacted the projects directly with a ‘Funding Acceptance Form’. This 
was returned to CDF with details of the organisation’s bank or those of the 
nominated fund-holder. CDF then entered into a grant relationship with the 
funded organisation.  

Once the project was complete, the project leads were required to return a 
‘Monitoring Form’ to CDF. All project interaction with CDF and completion of 
forms was carried out using the online administration system. 
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3.3 Rationale and logic model 

The delivery mechanisms used by the Community First programme were 
informed by the problems the programme sought to address.23 These are 
summarised in the table below and are specific to the Community First 
programme.24 

Table 3.1 ---- Programme rationale 

Problems Mechanisms 

The value of community 
assets and volunteering 
are not fully or 
adequately recognised 
by local communities or 
traditional grant funding 

Use a matched funding approach to encourage more 
community activity by: 

 Recognising the value of volunteer hours 

 Acknowledging the value of additional financial and 
in-kind resources  

Local communities do 
not have enough 
influence over funding 
decisions affecting their 
neighbourhood 

Adopt a bottom-up funding model by: 

 Utilising a demand-led approach  

 Involving local people in priority-setting and decision-
making through Panels 

 Ensuring Panels are transparent and accountable 

Community groups and 
projects face barriers to 
accessing small grant 
funding 

Support community groups and projects to overcome 
barriers by: 

 Enabling community groups and projects to gain 
experience in accessing small grant funding 

 Raising awareness of other opportunities by operating 
at a local level 

 Developing local support networks to help build 
capacity and encourage sustainability 

Government funding is 
not leveraged 
effectively enough to 
support community 
groups and projects 

Explore new approaches to small grant funding through: 

 Requirement for matched funding to unlock additional 
benefit 

 Light-touch, low-cost online grant administration 
process 

 Involving local people in funding decisions 

 
The programme logic model (Figure 3.1) was developed following 
interviews with programme stakeholders and participants during the 
scoping phase of the evaluation in late 2012 and early 2013. It makes 
explicit the expectations around what the programme would deliver. Each 

                                                      
23 See subsequent logic model (Figure 3.1) – top left hand box ‘Problems and challenges’ 
24 It should be recognised that these are aspects of a wider need to strengthen civil society so 
that people are supported to come together in their local area to improve their own lives, and 
so that power is transferred to local communities. 
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causal link in the logic model is underpinned by an assumption about how 
the programme activities will lead to the anticipated outputs and outcomes, 
and in turn how these will lead to anticipated impacts.  

The assumptions underpinning the logic model are appended to this 
document. The logic model enabled us to create a set of evaluation 
questions, which are explored in the remainder of the report. 

Figure 3.1 ---- Logic model diagram 

 
 
 
  

National impacts

• Shift in decision making to communities
• Strengthened social action networks
• Resources more effectively leveraged to better meet 

locally defined need

Problems and challenges
• The value of community assets and volunteering are not recognised by 

local communities or traditional grant funding
• Local communities do not have enough influence over funding decisions 

affecting their neighbourhood
• Community groups and projects face barriers to accessing small grant 

funding
• Government funding is not leveraged effectively enough to support 

community groups and projects

Theory of change

Purpose
Communities engaging and 
delivering; demonstration of 
government devolving power

Beneficiaries
Panel members, panel 
partners, grant applicants, 
local communities, local 
networks of community 
organisations 

Desired effect
Decision making capacity built 
at a local level among local 
people who are able to 
identify needs. New  and 
existing participants funded 
to organise activities.

Inputs

Direct
• £30m for grants and 
programme administration

• Additional support package 
for 2012/13

• Cash matched to grant 
funding, raised by 
groups/projects

Indirect
• Volunteer time, goods and 
services matched to grant 
funding, contributed by 
groups/project

• Panel member and Panel 
Partner time

• In‐kind support from others 
(e.g. Local authority)

• Community group time
• ASDA programme support
• Office for Civil Society staff 
time to manage programme

Activities

Oversight and administration
• NMF infrastructure set‐up
• Grant administration
• Learning events and good 
practice sharing

Establishing panels and 
priorities 
• Panel recruitment 
• Panel websites set‐up
• Priority setting by Panels

Local decision making
• Funding applications 
• Funding recommendations
• Panel website updates

Grant funded activity
• Funded activity
• Monitoring forms

Individual outcomes

• Grant applicants better able to gain experience 
applying for financial support

• Local residents able to articulate priorities for 
action

• Panel members and grant applicants have 
transferable skills 

• Panel members and grant applicants have 
increased capacity to understand needs and 
make decisions about how best to address 
them

• Those involved in running funded 
groups/projects engaged in community activity

• Local residents benefit from project activities

Cabinet Office and Neighbourhood Match Fund (NMF) Programme: a small 
grants programme targeting relatively deprived wards, with a matched‐
funding requirement and local decision‐making via panels of local 
community members. The grants and matched funding requirement will 
help to recognise community activity and support community groups and 
projects.

Outputs

c. 600 Panels

c. 600 Panel 
websites

c. 600 
Community First 
Plans

No. and value of 
grants made

Details of grants 
made, group 
activity, and 
match values and 
types

Community 
group/project 
activity

Community outcomes (hierarchical)

• Local people have increased well‐being and 
pride in place

• Communities better able to self‐organise to 
improve neighbourhoods + tackle problems

• Resource is more effectively leveraged because 
needs are identified locally and better networks 
are used for delivery

• Communities more aware of opportunities and 
able to secure funding and resources for action

• Local providers have information to better 
meet local needs

• Improved local networks with new groups and 
better connected to other active 
groups/individuals

• Increased opportunity to engage resources 
relevant to local delivery

• Projects benefit  wider community

With scaling

Source: Ipsos MORI Policy & Evaluation Unit and nef consulting
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3.4 Final programme status 

For the programme as a whole, Panels made 17,956 project 
recommendations, totalling £27,205,062 in funding recommendations. 
These funding recommendations have been matched by a total of £93 
million in contributions from projects, including £15.3 million in cash match 
and over 5.5 million volunteering hours.  

The following table presents high level figures for funding allocations, 
recommendations and matched resources across each year of the 
programme. 

Table 3.2 ---- Programme funding allocation and recommendation 
figures for Years One to Four 

 Year One Year Two Year Three Year Four* Total

Total funding 
allocation 

£3,693,000 £8,588,000 £7,386,000 £9,883,000 £29,550,000

Total funding 
recommendations 

£3,689,820  £7,679,779  £6,877,909  £8,957,554  £27,205,062

Total grant funding 
paid 

 £3,688,812  £5,590,267  £6,336,386  £8,716,007  £24,331,472

Total matched 
funding value 

 £12,748,760  £30,141,208  £25,789,857  £24,285,983  £92,965,808

Source: Programme administrative information 
*Year Four figures are near-final, based on the most up to date available at 
the time of writing. 
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4 Methodology and 
methodological 
limitations 

The evaluation included both primary and secondary data collection and 
analysis. The core aspects were online surveys of Panel members and 
project leads, longitudinal community-based case studies, and ongoing 
analysis of management information and secondary data. 

4.1 Case studies 

In total, 11 longitudinal case studies were undertaken with Panels across 
the country, (including five where there was overlap with the CO 
programme).  

The case study selection criteria ensured we visited a mix of Panels by 
location, local characteristics and experience. These criteria included: 

 Region – covering Panels in each of the English regions; 

 Location type – covering rural, urban and suburban areas; 

 Success – speaking to Panels who have been successful or not in 
carrying out their Panel function, based on funding 
recommendations, completion of Community First Plan, and absence 
of a functioning website; and 

 Panel characteristics – hearing from Panels with a range of different 
characteristics in terms of membership, Terms of Reference, 
priorities, and decision-making approaches. 

The case studies allowed us to explore the dynamic of the programme ‘on 
the ground’ and involved in-depth interviews with Panel members, 
observation of Panel meetings, and interviews or mini-group discussions 
with people involved in projects as project leads or volunteers. We 
discussed programme participants’ reasons for getting involved, their 
experiences of the programme, how it could be improved from their 
perspective, and their perceptions of the impact of the programme on them, 
others involved, and the wider community.  

The research team followed up with their case studies via telephone 
interviews to find out what has changed for the participants.25  

                                                      
25 Timings of follow ups were dependent on specific circumstances and availability in each 
case study area. 
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4.2 Online surveys 

Online surveys were the main method of primary quantitative data collection 
for the evaluation. This approach allowed large numbers of programme 
participants to be included in the evaluation, although there were limitations 
to the survey approach.  

The most important of these limitations was the self-selecting nature of 
participation – data was only collected for the Panel members and funding 
recipients who were willing to take part and had the ability to do so. In 
addition, for both surveys the profile of the target audience overall was 
unknown, which, in conjunction with the self-selecting nature of 
participation, means survey results cannot be described as representative 
of the target audience, despite the relatively large numbers taking part. As 
the profile of each target audience is unknown, all data is unweighted. It 
should also be noted that survey results are subject to sampling tolerances.  

Surveys with Panel members (primarily Panel leads registered with CDF at 
the start of the programme, but also additional Panel members contacted 
via the Panel lead) and project leads (main contact for each funded project 
as identified to CDF by the Panel) were scheduled as follows: 

 Post-Year Two surveys – June/July 2013 

 Post-Year Three surveys – May/June 2014 

 Post-Year Four surveys – October-December 2014 (as the final year 
of the programme was drawing to a close) 

The Panel member questionnaire covered slightly different topics each year 
of the evaluation. There was a particular focus on reducing the burden in 
terms of survey length for the post-Year Three and post-Year Four surveys, 
thereby helping to increase the participation rate. The survey with project 
leads remained largely consistent across the evaluation, reflecting the fact 
that each contact was only likely to complete the survey once.  

4.2.1 Surveys of Panel members 

The online Panel surveys were designed to assess both the process 
effectiveness and the social impacts of the programme. Panel members 
were asked about their background in community work; about the make-up 
of the Panel and whether it tapped into existing social networks or new 
ones; how they managed applications for funding; what support they 
received from CDF and gave to projects; as well as questions covering the 
impact on Panel members’ skills and knowledge and impacts on the wider 
community. 

A limitation particular to the Panel survey was that contact details were only 
available for a single Panel member – the Panel lead. To ensure that as 
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many Panel members as possible were given the opportunity to take part, at 
the start of each survey Panel leads were given seven additional survey 
links each and asked to forward these on to other panel members. In the 
event, the number of responses from non-Panel leads were relatively low, 
and due to the total number of Panel members being unknown, it was not 
possible to calculate a response rate for individual Panel members.  

Table 4.1 ---- Panel member surveys response figures 

 Post-Year 
Two 

survey

Post-Year 
Three 

survey

Post-Year 
Four 

survey

Panel leads emailed invitation to 
take part 

593 593 591

Responses overall 446 185 229

Responses from Panel leads 228 113 169

Responses from other Panel 
members 

218 72 60

Number of Panels that 
responded 

267 132 176

Proportion of Panels that 
responded 

45% 22% 30%

Source: Ipsos MORI 

 
4.2.2 Surveys of funded projects 

An online survey was sent to funded projects. The survey asked questions 
about how project leads first found out about Community First, the nature of 
their group and the project or activity they received funding for, and 
elements of the funding application process. Finally, it asked about their 
perceptions of the personal and community impacts of the programme.  

The first survey was with projects funded from a Panel recommendation in 
Year Two of the programme, the second with projects funded in Year Three 
and the final survey with projects funded in Year Four. The first two were 
completed after the end of the funding year. The final survey was 
conducted with most of the projects funded in 2014, with fieldwork carried 
out before the official end of the programme to ensure sufficient 
engagement among projects.  
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Table 4.2 ---- Project member surveys response figures 

 Post-Year 
Two survey

Post-Year 
Three survey

Post-Year 
Four survey

Funded projects emailed 
invitation to take part 

3,878 2,811 2,761

Responses overall 2,127 1,044 953

Response rate 55% 37% 35%

Source: Ipsos MORI 

4.3 Secondary data 

Secondary data generated within the programme was used to understand 
programme implementation and progress, particularly around the nature of 
the projects funded. Analysis by OCS of project descriptions is included in 
Section 6.3. OCS also analysed Panel websites, allowing for an assessment 
of how many Panels were meeting the requirement to have a functioning 
website.  

In addition, OCS used text mining software to analyse short descriptions of 
around 16,000 of the funded projects.26 They also conducted analysis of 
ward level data from large scale social surveys to compare responses from 
people living in Community First areas with those from people living in 
comparably deprived non-Community First areas.27 

4.4 Further methodological considerations 

The programme was designed to deliver a devolved approach to 
generating local change, focusing on locally-identified need. This presented 
a challenge for the evaluation in measuring the impact of the programme – 
both in terms of quantifying any impacts and in attributing these to the 
Community First programme.  

While the selection criteria for all Community First Panels focused on areas 
of significant deprivation and low social capital, there was a great deal of 
diversity between communities. This meant that there were large variations 
in the local needs Panels identified, and the types of projects/groups that 
applied for funding.  

Furthermore, the variation across areas and between projects meant that 
identifying and conducting research with the ultimate beneficiaries of the 
                                                      
26 https://coanalysis.blog.gov.uk/2015/07/03/community-first-helping-people-to-live-fulfilling-
and-good-lives-1/ 
27 https://coanalysis.blog.gov.uk/2015/07/03/community-first-helping-people-to-live-fulfilling-
and-good-lives-2/ 
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programme – local people engaged by the funded activities – would be 
extremely complex, prohibitively resource intensive and ultimately 
considered beyond the scope of this evaluation. Similarly, the complexities 
meant it was not possible to design an evaluation approach with an 
effective counterfactual, which would have allowed us to measure with more 
confidence what would have happened in the absence of the CF 
programme. 

However, the types of projects funded can be categorised into broader 
cross-cutting themes, such as activities to improve social capital, 
connectedness, and health and well-being. It was therefore possible to ask 
programme participants about perceived impacts in these broader areas, 
as well as to explore secondary data analysis using national datasets. 

A further difficulty in measuring impact is the absence of directly 
comparable programmes that can be used to estimate the scale of impact 
resulting directly from Community First. The light touch and matched 
funding elements of Community First set it apart from previous programmes 
of this type.  

It is also reasonable to expect some impacts, particularly those relating to 
local communities, will take some time be fully realised and evident. 

With these limitations, and the evaluation methodology in mind, the 
assessment of impact uses self-reported measures to understand changes 
in individuals’ knowledge, confidence and ability to self-organise or seek 
funding. We use programme participants’ perceptions and experiences to 
infer the wider changes for their communities.  
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5 Process effectiveness 
In this section we present findings from the Community First programme 
process evaluation, focusing on three distinct elements: 

1. Establishing Panels and priorities – setting up Panels and 
establishing priorities for funding decisions. 
 

2. Local reach and decision making – raising awareness of the 
funding opportunities, identifying projects for matched funding, 
receiving and reviewing applications, making funding 
recommendations. 
 

3. Oversight, central administration and support – central oversight, 
administrative and monitoring mechanisms, and the local and 
central support Panels and projects received with undertaking 
programme processes. 

The evaluation findings provide evidence about the effectiveness of key 
programme processes. Our analysis also looks at how well the programme 
delivered the intended outputs, including establishing local Panels and the 
number and value of matched funding grants made.28 Evidence around the 
social impact of the CF programme is considered in Chapter 6 of this 
report. 

The relevant evaluation framework questions are appended to this 
document, along with an assessment of the extent of the evidence collected 
for each. 

5.1 Summary 

5.1.1 Establishing Panels and priorities 

The evidence collected shows that, despite some challenges, the 
implementation of the Community First programme generally worked well at 
a local level. A large majority of Panels had working websites and almost all 
Panels had signed off Community First Plans. In the final year of the 
programme, 574 of the original 594 Panels were signed off to allocate 
funding.   

Panel websites played a role when grant applicants required additional 
information, having heard about the programme from another source. 
However, there is limited evidence that Panel websites increased 
awareness of the programme among organisations that could apply for 
funding.  

                                                      
28 Further details on the Community First programme outputs and the broader logic model and 
assumptions underpinning the programme are included in section 2 of this report. 
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Community First Plans were usually written with the input of experienced 
individuals, drawing on relevant existing data. In some cases Plans were 
refined through additional consultation with local people.  

There is good evidence that the priorities set were addressed through the 
projects funded. The overall progress in making funding recommendations 
demonstrates the demand for grants relevant to the priorities set by Panels.  

5.1.2 Local outreach and decision making 

Local decision making generally worked well. Panel members were positive 
about the main processes they were involved with – in particular reviewing 
applications and making grant funding recommendations.  

Identifying projects that could benefit from CF funding was seen as 
relatively more challenging, and seems to have mostly happened through 
existing networks. However, this did not prevent most Panels from allocating 
funding to sufficient projects that met local priorities. Panels were also 
positive about the quality of the funding applications they received and their 
relevance to local needs.  

Despite there being no specific mechanisms within the programme to 
encourage applications from new groups or those outside Panel members’ 
networks, a large a majority of Panel members said that they had received 
applications from groups not previously known to the Panel.  

5.1.3 Oversight, central administration and support 

At the core of the programme’s design was the use of an online 
administration system to allow for a (relatively) low cost and light touch 
approach to central administration. The evidence suggests that the online 
administration system was manageable for those participating in the 
programme, either because of their existing IT skills or through sometimes 
extensive support from other programme participants. Despite this there 
were some examples of online administration being difficult for both Panels 
and projects. 

Where Panels received central support this was generally viewed positively, 
whether from the central CDF programme team or the Young Foundation. 
However, there were some frustrations with perceived changes in 
expectations or emphasis around how the central programme requirements 
were communicated.  

Projects were also supported in a range of ways by those inside and 
outside the programme, including Panel members, Panel Partners, CDF, 
and local community and voluntary organisations.  

Overall, existing experience and networks have been crucial to the success 
of the programme. Many of those involved were willing to go beyond the 
basic requirements of their respective roles. The reliance on experienced 
individuals means that administering the programme has been more difficult 
in the absence of local support.  
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5.2 Overall programme outputs 

Since the programme began, 17,956 project recommendations have been 
made by Panels, totalling £27,205,062 in funding recommendations. This 
has realised £93 million in matched funding, including just over £15.3 
million in cash match, and over 5.5 million volunteering hours.  

Table 5.1 ---- Funding figures for Years 1-4 

 Year One Year Two Year Three Year Four Total

Revised grant funding 
budget 

£3,693,000 £8,588,000 £7,386,000 £9,883,000 £29,550,000

Number of project 
recommendations 

 2,645  5,145  4,560  5,606  17,956

Total grant funding 
amount recommended 

£3,689,820  £7,679,779  £6,877,909  £8,957,554  £27,205,062

Total grant funding 
amount paid 

 £3,688,812  £5,590,267  £6,336,386  £8,716,007   £24,331,472 

Total matched funding 
value 

 £12,748,760  £30,141,208  £25,789,857  £24,285,983   £92,965,808 

Cash match value  £2,598,329  £5,585,206  £3,264,493  £3,892,433   £15,340,461 

In kind match value  £1,971,367  £5,656,812  £4,813,348  £3,786,384   £16,227,911 

Value of matched 
volunteer hours 

(at £11.09 per hour) 
 £8,179,064  £18,899,190  £17,712,016  £16,607,166   £61,397,436 

Source: Programme administration information 

There are gaps between the funding available through the programme, the 
funding allocated by Panels, and the amount paid to projects. Some of the 
reasons for this are explored later in this chapter. In summary, a large 
majority of the available funding was allocated to projects, with 92% of the 
total awarded by local Panels. Some shortfall is to be expected given the 
devolved approach, with Panels in a minority of areas unable to find enough 
projects that met the locally agreed priorities.  

Evaluation evidence also suggests that the gap between the 
recommendations and the amount paid is simply because not all projects 
claimed their funding. In some cases the project did not go ahead, while in 
others the project failed to claim the money even though the activity did 
happen. Again, some under-claim is to be expected given the very local, 
small-scale nature of many the projects funded. 



Community First Neighbourhood Matched Fund: Final Evaluation Report 35
 
 

12-044320-01 | Final | Public| This work was carried out in accordance with the requirements of the international 
quality standard for Market Research, ISO 20252:2012, and with the Ipsos MORI Terms and Conditions which can be 
found at http://www.ipsos-mori.com/terms. © Ipsos MORI 2015. 

5.3 Establishing Panels and priorities  

 

In total 594 Panels were established at the outset of the programme. At the 
halfway point of the programme, and six months after the deadline for their 
submission, 118 Panels had not completed their Community First Plans and 
225 did not have a website. As a result, OCS commissioned the Young 
Foundation to develop a package of additional support for Panels identified 
as failing or finding it difficult to meet the programme requirements. 

Overall, 574 Panels were signed off to continue to allocate funding in Year 
Four. Those not signed off had either not completed a key programme 
requirement (i.e. having a finalised Community First Plan and functioning 
website) or, in a small number of cases, lost contact with the programme.  

With support, the majority of Panels were able to set up websites and 
finalise their Community First Plans. The improvement in these figures is, of 
course, based on work by Panel members and others in local communities. 
However, it is also clear that concerted effort from the CDF programme 
team and the Young Foundation has proven effective in supporting Panels 
who had initially struggled to create websites or draft Community First 
Plans. 

The local priorities set were useful in ensuring funding met local needs. 
Nine in ten Panel members (91%) said that the applications they received 
were always or very often relevant to the priorities set. Where project 
applications did not meet the relevant priorities, Panels were confident 
about rejecting them on this basis; three in five (60%) said that at some 
point their Panel had done so.29  

Figures 5.1 and 5.2 are examples (with links) of Community First Panel 
websites and Community First Plans, although the style, content and quality 
of these differed between Panels. 

  

                                                      
29 Base: Year 4 Survey, 229 Panel members, September – November 2014 

The Community First programme set out to establish 600 Panels of 
between four and eight local volunteers who would take responsibility 
for setting funding priorities and making funding decisions. As part of 
this the programme expected each Panel to establish and maintain a 
website to communicate the work of the Panel to the community, 
helping to ensure transparency and encouraging local accountability.  

The other key output for Panels was a Community First Plan at the 
end of Year Two. This was intended to encourage Panels to consult 
further with their communities before finalising the local priorities they 
would use to make funding decisions for the remainder of the 
programme. 
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Figure 5.1 ---- Example Panel websites 

 
http://villagewardcommunityfirst.wordpress.com/ (accessed 29/05/15) 
  

 
http://squaremilecommunity.co.uk/ (accessed 29/05/15) 

 

 
 

http://bushburysouthlowhillcommunityfirst.wordpress.com/ (accessed 28/05/15) 
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Figure 5.2 ---- Example Community First Plans 

 
 

 

 
https://ashbrowcfp.files.wordpress.com/2013/04/ashbrow-ward-community-first-plan-web.pdf (document accessed 29/05/15) 
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5.3.1 Characteristics of Panel members 

 

The post-Year Three survey of Panel members collected basic information 
about the make-up of Panels, along with the characteristics of individual 
Panel members themselves. These findings are not representative of all 
Panel members, but they do provide a good indication of the types of 
people involved in the programme, particularly skewed towards those who 
are likely to be Panel leads.30 

Most said their Panel had between four and eight members (87%) at the 
time, with only a small number of Panels with more than eight (13%) and 
none with fewer than four as per the guidelines set out by CDF.31 

Panel members surveyed were from a mixture of backgrounds, with a good 
balance of men and women (44% and 56% respectively), though only one 
in twenty Panel members was from an ethnic minority background (6%).  
The profile is older and better educated than the general adult population, 
with more than four in five (83%) aged over 45, and 51% educated to 
degree level or higher.32 Nine in ten (91%) Panel members felt that their 
Panel had worked well together as a group.33 Those who felt their group did 
not work well together cited disagreements between Panel members or a 
lack of commitment that made it hard to build a sense of shared ownership 
over decisions.  

In almost all cases (95%), Panel members said that at least some of the 
individuals involved in their Panel knew each other before Community First, 
as would be expected given the programme was designed to work through 
existing networks. Most had been involved in community or voluntary work 
with other Panel members before Community First (78%). A significant 

                                                      
30 This is because there was no full list of Panel members collated as part of the programme, 
so we cannot be sure that all Panel members were given an opportunity to take part. Instead, 
the survey was administered via an email to Panel leads (the main contacts for the Panel), 
along with secondary contacts where available. Panel leads were asked to forward invitations 
to other Panel members. 
31 Base: Year 3 Panel survey – 185 Panel members; fieldwork May – June 2014,  
32 Base: Year 3 Panel survey – 185 Panel members; fieldwork May – June 2014 
33 Base: Year 4 Panel survey – 229 Panel members; fieldwork November – December 2014 

Panels were made up of between four and eight local people with a 
willingness to get involved in decisions about small grant funding. 
The composition of Panels was not mandated by the central 
programme team. Even so, there was an expectation that Panels 
would include a range of local people, including some with relevant 
skills and experience, but also those who had not been involved in 
similar decisions previously. 
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I was already actively involved in a group of local residents who 
were looking to be a 'catalyst' for positive change in the area, 
and Community First seemed to be a natural step as part of this 
Panel member 

I have worked as a volunteer for 22 years and when I was asked 
to join the Panel I felt that I had the knowledge and experience 
and could bring something to the table  
Panel member 
 
Many Panels remained relatively stable in terms of membership across the 
programme. In the post-Year Three survey, around two thirds of Panels 
(64%) had taken on no more than two new members since the start of the 
programme.36 However, there were some examples of Panels successfully 
broadening their reach in order to recruit new Panel members. 

From the case studies, it was clear that a key success factor was an 
individual (or in fewer cases more than one person) willing to take 
responsibility for ensuring the Panel fulfilled its responsibilities. This was 
usually either the Panel lead or the Panel Partner. In some cases – but not 
all –they did this as part of a paid role working for a community 
organisation, local voluntary sector umbrella group or the council.  

These key individuals and organisations acted as focal points for 
Community First, often managing the administrative aspects of the 
programme. Additional roles they played where Panels worked well 
included taking steps to reach beyond existing networks, and providing 
support to other Panel members and projects.  

In most communities, experienced individuals were available to provide 
assistance to Panels and projects. However, administering the programme 
was more difficult in the absence of good local support.  
 
Furthermore, attracting new people to become involved (as Panel members 
or by applying for funding) was more challenging in these circumstances, 
particularly as there were no specific mechanisms within the programme to 
encourage this. This is considered in more detail in Chapter 7. 
 
  

                                                      
36 Base: Year 3 Panel survey – 185 Panel members; fieldwork May – June 2014 
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5.3.3 Community First Plans 

 

Guidance and advice was made available to Panels by CDF to help them 
set priorities and develop their plans (including, for example, on 
participatory budgeting). 39 CDF also ran workshops on the need for a plan 
with around half of all Panels.  

The vast majority of Panels (574) had a signed-off plan by the final year of 
the programme. For many Panels writing their Community First Plan was 
one of the most challenging aspects of the programme. Fewer than half 
(45%) said they found developing their Community First Plan easy.40 These 
results were reflected in the significant number of Panels that had not 
submitted their Community First Plan by the 31st March 2013 deadline (361 
Panels had submitted their CF Plan by the deadline). Concerted effort from 
CDF, the Young Foundation and Panel members ensured that most were 
eventually able meet this requirement. 

Around half of Panel members (53%) said they had consulted their 
community when setting priorities and writing their Community First Plan. 
Methods included face-to-face public meetings, collecting written 
responses, or carrying out an online consultation (an example of a survey 
run by a Panel to consult with the community is shown in Figure 5.4). Most 
(58%) also said they used an existing priorities document (such as a 
Community Plan, Neighbourhood Plan or Parish Plan).41 

A large majority of Panel members (88%) felt their Community First Plan was 
important in communicating priorities to the local community.42 Even so, 
there is some evidence that a minority of Panel members were unclear 
about the purpose of the document and found the process challenging or 
perceived it to be unnecessarily bureaucratic. Others were frustrated about 
delays in the sign-off process, which they felt held up the allocation of funds 
in the early years of the programme.   

  

                                                      
39 http://cdf.org.uk/content/funding-programmes/community-first/panel-member-area 
40 Base: 446 valid responses from Panel members taking part in the post-Year Two Panel 
survey in June/July 2013. 
41 Base: Year 3 Panel survey – 185 Panel members; fieldwork May – June 2014 
42 Base: Year 3 Panel survey – 185 Panel members; fieldwork May – June 2014 

Community First Panels were required to create a Plan that set out 
what they would do to improve their local area. Panels then funded 
projects or activities that complemented the priorities laid out in the 
Community First Plan. The Plans helped ensure Panels made a 
proper assessment of local needs, including reviewing existing 
evidence and consulting with local people. As such, they represented 
an important aspect of the programme design. 
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Figure 5.4 ---- Example Panel community survey 

 

http://enfieldlock.files.wordpress.com/2013/11/cfa5commsurveyform20131.pdf (site accessed 01/07/14) 

Two examples from the longitudinal case studies highlight the different 
approaches taken to developing Community First Plans: 

1 Insourcing 
In one case study area the Community First Plan was based on a 
third party publication that utilised a desk review of existing social 
data about the ward, primary research and a co-design processes to 
make recommendations for commissioning of early intervention 
services. Work to use the existing evidence to develop the Plan was 
carried out by the Panel lead, with support from the Panel Partner. 
The in-depth and participative nature of the research conducted 
suggests that the Panel was effective in selecting priorities that 
addressed the needs of their community. 
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2 Outsourcing  
In another case study the Panel used a local research organisation to 
prepare evidence for their Community First Plan. Panel members had 
significant professional experience in community development, and 
felt it was important to have a more rigorous assessment of local 
needs. They did not think it was a good use of volunteer time to 
undertake the research or consultation required to identify the 
priorities for the area. In their view, this was a set of skills they did not 
have as a Panel.   

Programme guidance encouraged Panels to use previous plans to inform or 
even act as their Community First Plans, provided these were recent and 
allowed them to make funding decisions within the programme. Being able 
to draw on an existing evidence base helped reduce the workload for many 
Panels, especially where the existing evidence had already been published 
in documents like local area plans. 

We already had a local area plan and our local community 
network draft plan.  We just needed the impetus to merge these 
and consult wider in the community to confirm we were on the 
right track. 
Panel member  

Significant public consultation was undertaken previously by 
various agencies, and we were able to refer to this during a 
community workshop to agree the priorities. 
Panel member  

Reliance on existing evidence and previous experience means there were 
risks around Panels not addressing the new or hidden needs in the local 
community. However, overall, there is good evidence that Panels took a 
balanced approach that recognised the value of previous work, while also 
conducting some consultation themselves.  

Community members actively engaged in developing a 
meaningful local area action plan.  However, this led to tension 
with the Council who have their own plan (that incidentally the 
community could not really influence). 
Panel member  

Where Panels did not have access to existing local plans or similar 
resources, some Panels found this aspect of the programme difficult. This 
was particularly the case if they did not benefit from additional support from 
experienced individuals or organisations. Barriers included the time 
demands, lack of experience in conducting consultation activities like 
surveys or public events, and practical issues, such as finding venues for 
workshops or ensuring the right insurance cover was in place. 
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There is… only patchy research on parts of the local area.  
Panel member  

It was time consuming researching all the relevant information 
and talking to as many organisations involved in the local area 
as possible and then completing community surveys. 
Panel member  

Some Panels also found it difficult to narrow down an extensive list of 
potential priorities to something meaningful and manageable. Reaching 
agreement between different Panel members was also a challenge in a few 
cases. Additionally, some Panel members questioned whether they could 
set the priorities they wanted given the relatively small amounts of funding 
made available for the area.  

It was fairly easy because: (1) the area has some obvious 
priorities that need addressing - around health, education, ASB; 
and (2) the panel had very similar views on what the priorities 
should be. 
Panel member  

5.4 Local decision making 

 

Panel members were asked for their views on processes related to 
allocating funding locally. By Year Four there was a near-unanimous view 
that the process of making grant funding decisions had worked well (97% of 
Panel members said it had done so). Panel members were also very 
positive about receiving and reviewing applications. Initially identifying 
projects for funding was the aspect of the programme seen as most difficult 
by Panel members, even if a large majority thought it went well.  

  

A devolved, bottom-up approach to funding decisions was at the 
heart of the rationale behind the Community First programme. 
Overall, the local decision making process involved three key stages: 

1 Identifying groups or projects who could benefit from funding 

2 Receiving applications from groups and projects, including 
providing support 

3 Reviewing applications and making funding decisions 
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We set up a very clear scoring process which focuses the mind 
very well on the necessary criteria. 
Panel member  

For example, in one case study Panel members considered each 
application against a set of agreed criteria, including whether the 
beneficiaries were entirely within the ward and whether alternative funding 
was available. They rejected one application on the grounds that lower cost 
options could have similar benefit but for a greater number of people. A 
similar approach was seen in other case studies. 

Each application is scored on different aspects i.e. is it specific to 
the ward, does it meet any of the priorities. 
Panel member  

We quickly settled into a scoring system that assessed applicants 
both on our priorities and how well they fit with key Community 
First priorities (such as match funding and involving local people 
in volunteering).  
Panel member  

Qualitative evidence also suggests that Panels tried to allocate funding in a 
way which best fits the ‘spirit of the programme’. In some cases this had 
meant passing over requests from bigger organisations who had applied to 
multiple Panels in a given area in favour of projects seen to be more 
genuinely local. 

Some of the projects have been bidding to lots of different panels 
---- I haven’t seen much value in that to be honest…. People got 
wise to the bids and started to get greedy [asking for maximum 
funding amounts]… But we got on to them! 
Panel Partner  

[Our website] generated a few applications from groups from 
outside the area. Some of these applications did not recognise 
how the application process and priorities differ between areas 
and wanted general organisations costs / continuation funding 
without demonstrating local knowledge. 
Panel member  

Most decisions were made by reaching consensus after discussion, as 
shown in Figure 5.10. This was followed by voting (either unanimous or 
majority); in many cases as a last resort. A small proportion of Panel 
members said they had used more innovative methods such as public 
voting to inform their decisions. 
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We did used to have people come in to present, in the first year. 
But the problem was it was unfair. We did used to say no 
questions just pitch, but a panel member would invariably ask a 
question, they couldn’t help it, and the person had answered it so 
that’s unfair on the three just gone.  
Panel member  

Seven in ten Panel members (70%) said they awarded ‘about the amount of 
money they expected’ to in Year Three. Six percent say they awarded more 
than expected and 12% less.50 Insufficient applications was the main 
reason for lower than expected allocations.  

Limited number of groups within the area with no new start-ups 
this year. Most groups are silvered haired and younger members 
do not want the hassle maintaining an organisation. 
Panel member  

Several factors were important in influencing whether a Panel had enough 
projects to fund. First, strong existing networks and reasonable numbers of 
groups active in the community played a role, with more established 
projects applying for funding. Second, the extent to which the Panel 
successfully raised awareness of the funding more widely (e.g. through the 
local press or social media) was also important. Third, a determined, often 
well-connected and entrepreneurial individual committed to broadening the 
reach of the programme could also make a real difference. 

We contacted local schools and community centres and found 
out which groups were using them and then contacted the 
groups to see if they were interested in applying 
Panel lead 

In both surveys and case studies, a few Panel members suggested greater 
flexibility around the maximum funding that could be allocated. This was 
seen as a way to ensure they could use more of their funding allocation 
even if insufficient applications had been made. Based on the evaluation 
evidence, there is a case for further support for Panels on how they could 
actively manage their relationships with known groups to encourage 
applications, alongside guidance on how to encourage new projects or 
groups to apply. 

I feel the low grant amount ceiling is probably preventative for 
some organisations to staff and deliver anything significantly 
worthwhile. Given an underspend I did enquire if a larger sum 
could be made available per grant. 
Panel member 

                                                      
50 Base: 185 valid responses from Panel members taking part in the post year three Panel 
survey in May/June 2014. 
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Some Panels were careful about staggering how funding was released, not 
wanting to allocate all available funds too early in the year. There were also 
examples of Panels recommending projects for reduced amounts to enable 
them to fund more groups overall. 

We did not have enough available money to grant the full 
amounts to applications so we reduced the amounts awarded to 
enable the panel to award something to most of the applicants. 
Panel member  

5.5 Oversight, central administration and support 

 

5.5.1 Online administration 

During the post-Year Two survey Panel members were asked if they had 
used the online administration system, and how easy they found the online 
forms, including providing the information required. 

Broadly speaking the results were positive, with half (49%) of Panel 
members surveyed having used the system and around two thirds of these 
(64%) saying they found the requirement to complete forms online easy and 
a similar proportion (61%) saying that providing the information was easy.51  

It was much easier than other funding applications I’ve done 
Project lead 

 

                                                      
51 Base: Year 2 survey, 220 Panel members, May – July 2013 

Overall programme administration was provided by a centralised 
delivery partner, CDF. The Community First model involved a 
relatively small centralised management fee in recognition of the 
increased local responsibility for programme administration. One of 
the key assumptions underpinning the Community First approach 
was that a light touch model could be effective, proportionate and 
appropriate for a small grant funding process. This light touch model 
sought to devolve much of the administrative and decision making 
functions to the Panel of local volunteers, supported by a Panel 
Partner, also volunteering their time. 

Alongside this, the programme logic model assumed that participants 
already had, or would be supported to develop, the necessary skills 
to use an online programme administration system. There was also 
an assumption that there would be sufficient support provided from 
the programme centrally, and by Panel Partners and others locally, to 
enable Panels to carry out their decision making role.  



Community First Neighbourhood Matched Fund: Final Evaluation Report 56
 
 

12-044320-01 | Final | Public| This work was carried out in accordance with the requirements of the international 
quality standard for Market Research, ISO 20252:2012, and with the Ipsos MORI Terms and Conditions which can be 
found at http://www.ipsos-mori.com/terms. © Ipsos MORI 2015. 

I found [the online administration] really refreshing, most of the 
time it's worked really well... some people struggled and we've 
guided them through the process. 
Panel Partner 

For both these measures, though, this does leave around one in five of 
those who have used the system (22% and 18% respectively) saying they 
found it difficult. As such, support with the online system was often required 
for both funded projects and Panel members. This came from a range of 
sources, including CDF, Panel Partners, and Panel members (the latter 
particularly for projects. 

Evidence from the qualitative research suggests some Panels worried that 
the transactional nature of the online approach makes it harder for people to 
ask for help if they needed it. Some were concerned that there might be 
applicants who simply gave up if they could not work out how to apply, 
without ever approaching the Panel for help. 

The online systems marginalise many people in our community 
who don't have access to computers/internet.  We did offer 
support to some groups, but this was cumbersome, very time 
consuming and I think it widens inequalities as some groups were 
put off as they didn't have confidence to send/receive e-mails. 
Others had to travel to libraries etc. to access computers which 
cost them money and took a long time 
Panel member  

[The project] asked if they could have [the monitoring form] in 
hard copy, because they’re an older group, so sometimes just 
having something they can write in is quite nice. 
Panel member  

Despite these difficulties, there is evidence of increased confidence among 
those who had lower levels of IT skills at the outset of the programme. 
Almost two thirds of project leads (64%) said they were highly confident 
using websites and other IT after applying, compared with fewer than half 
(46%) who rated their skills highly before doing so.52 

  

                                                      
52 Base: Year 4 survey, 952 Projects, September- October 2014  
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Table 5.2 ---- Sources of support with key aspects (projects) 
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Panel members  18%  14%  15% 18% 9% 

CDF  5% 8%  4% 5% 3% 

The Panel Partner  5%  6%  4% 5% 3% 

Another community/ 
voluntary 
organisation  

19%  10%  13%  15%  11%  

Local council  13%  4%  7% 8% 7%

Friend/ family  8%  6%  6% 4% 6%

A Community 
Organiser  

8% 6%  7%  7% 5% 

Another source  7%  4%  5% 7% 5%

We did not receive 
any support with this 
aspect  

38%  48%  47%  39%  49%  

Don’t know  1%  2%  2% 3% 10% 

Table presents column percentages (multiple responses were allowed). 
Source: post-Year Four Project survey; Ipsos MORI 
Base: All valid responses, 902 funded project members involved in the 
application process 

Projects pointed to a number of aspects of the programme with which they 
would have liked more support. These included help with completing forms 
and navigating the online systems. 
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We would have liked more help with finding the forms and 
guidance notes on applying for the grant in the first instance. The 
website was really hard to navigate and we could not find names 
or links to applications forms or Panel members easily. 
Project  

We need more support to write things and complete forms and to 
learn how to complete forms on computer. We need help with 
printing and photocopying. We are grateful to the Panel Partner 
who helped us a lot. 
Project  

The case studies show that Panel members often played a role in helping 
projects develop or refine project ideas and applications. This ranged from 
basic guidance on how to communicate their ideas, to Panel leads 
completing the online form for projects or pointing them in the direction of 
someone in the community who could help (e.g. where they have no access 
to the internet).  

We tend to sign-post support. We’ll say ‘give Tony a ring’, he fills 
in forms for a living. 
Panel member 

 

Case study example – the importance of support

A funded project leader, a woman in her 80s, said that the Panel lead 
had approached her to encourage her group to apply for the funding. 
The Panel lead had also helped her to complete the application form. 
This was an existing group that was struggling to maintain activities 
with dwindling membership. 

Since first applying the group has gone on to receive funding in 
multiple Community First years and the feedback from the project 
lead was very positive about what even a small sum (£500) had 
enabled them to do and how this had also helped to sustain the 
group. 

The Panel lead felt the group would not have applied without 
significant support. This was in part due to difficulties the project lead 
had faced in completing the online application form. 

She was having all this trouble was ‘‘forget it, I don’t want 
the money’’…. so I think if I hadn’t have been there to say 
come on Mary it’s fine, we can sort this out…she would have 
just said I don’t want it, it’s too much, and she’d have just 
forgot it. 
Panel member 
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The survey results support this, with the vast majority (95%) of Panel 
members saying their panel offered support to grant applicants, split 
relatively equally between those who offered it all the time and those who 
offered it on request (47% and 48% respectively). 

We work with groups lacking expertise in writing applications so 
that their application is likely to be successful. 
Panel member  

While many projects did need support, it is important to recognise that, 
overall, the process was seen as relatively straightforward, at least by those 
who successfully applied for funding. Around half (47%) of Year Three 
projects said they did not receive any support with writing their funding 
application. Two thirds (64%) of projects in the final year said the 
application process was easy, with 12% saying it was difficult.55 The case 
study evidence suggests that many projects had no problems with the 
application process, particularly existing groups with previous experience 
applying for funding. 

I thought the forms were really straightforward. Having applied 
for funding before it was relatively easy. 
Project 

Support from central programme administration 

The central administrative function, delivered by CDF, interacted with both 
Panels (about their activities and funding decisions), and projects (about 
funding acceptance and payment). The survey results and case studies 
point to generally positive experiences of support provided by CDF, as 
discussed above. However, some Panels and projects reported issues with 
how quickly they were helped.  

We had full support from our CDF contact. 
Project 

My experience with CDF has generally been fine. We haven’t had 
to contact them that often and they can be hard to get hold of. 
When you get to speak to someone they are usually helpful.  
Panel member 

I found dealing with the CDF central office slow, confusing and 
frustrating. 
Project 

This is likely to reflect the limited central programme resource available to 
deal with specific queries. There is some evidence from the case studies 
and surveys that CDF was perceived to be less responsive in the final year 

                                                      
55 Base: Year 4 Project survey – 902 funded projects; fieldwork November – December 2014 
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due to changes in staffing as the programme came to an end. This caused 
frustration for some of those involved with the programme locally. 

More generally, there were concerns among Panels about perceived 
changes to central processes, even though they acknowledged that it was 
reasonable that these would change over the course of the programme. The 
changes cited by Panels were often relatively minor (e.g. amendments to 
forms, particular requirements being emphasised more strongly – especially 
around funding communications activities such as newsletters).  This 
resulted in some frustrations around how processes and changes to 
processes were communicated, irrespective of whether amendments were 
perceived as increasing or decreasing the burden on Panels and projects. 

The rules from CDF keep changing and we had at one stage tried 
to keep to the rules as written by CDF ---- now CDF say just spend 
the money. 
Panel member  

In particular, Panel members and projects felt there was at times a lack of 
clarity around decision and payment deadlines. This led to added stress, 
mainly for project applicants from smaller groups with no funding reserves 
to draw on.   

I was told all the money had to be spent by the end of April. But I 
had delays… so I was then told I had until the end of December. 
But in the summer CDF emailed me saying I had to get the 
monitoring information in and all the money should be spent by 
June or I’d be liable and would never be able to claim again… 

That whole process was pretty stressful to be honest. 
Project  

You hear you’ve got the money, you book the hall then… you still 
haven’t been paid and you cancel the hall and lose your deposit. 
We’ve had projects that… had to dip into their own money to 
fund it. 
Panel member 

Qualitative feedback also suggests there was a perception in the final year 
of the programme that CDF became harder to contact as they reduced the 
size of their operation ahead of the end of the programme.  

Support from The Young Foundation 

Both the programme delivery team at CDF and the early evaluation 
feedback highlighted that a number of Panels were struggling to meet core 
requirements of the programme. In particular, there were issues around 
Panel websites and Community First Plans. In response to this, OCS 
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commissioned a package of more intensive support for these Panels. The 
support provided by The Young Foundation included: 

 Bringing Community First panels together to learn from each other 
(including developing online resources) 

 Helping panels to hear about good practice, including practice from 
outside the Community First Programme 

 Supporting panels to develop their own websites or blogs 

 Providing further intensive support to those panels who most needed 
it 

In total, The Young Foundation supported around 125 Panels in some way, 
for example through Panel members attending events or accessing online 
resources. More specifically, around 80 Panels were given more intensive 
support with developing their Community First websites. 

The evaluation approach does not allow this aspect of the programme to be 
evaluated in detail. 56 However, feedback from those who received support 
was positive, and the increase in Panels meeting key requirements 
suggests that this support was useful in many cases. The introduction of 
this additional support was a welcome response to the early evaluation and 
other evidence that a minority of Panels were struggling to fulfil their role 
within the programme. 

5.5.3 The importance of key individuals ---- Panel Partners 

Panel Partners were the second most common source of support cited by 
Panel members. The Year Four survey – and the case study evidence –
demonstrates that in most cases, Panel Partners went beyond their core 
responsibilities of ensuring their local group was not acting fraudulently and 
dealing with expenses.57 

Their role varied from Panel to Panel, though most Panel Partners had 
attended meetings (73%), and indeed helped organise or run them (57% 
and 52%). Similar numbers had helped with applicant assessments (49%) 
and technical support around the Panel website (47%).58 

  

                                                      
56 In part this is because the work carried out by The Young Foundation was commissioned 
after the evaluation approach had been finalised, and was therefore not a specific focus for 
evaluation research activities. 
57 The crucial role of key Panel members (often the Panel lead) in making the programme work 
locally is discussed in detail in Chapter 6. 
58 Base: Year Four survey, 229 Panel members, fieldwork November – December 2014 
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The Panel Partner has provided a great deal of support at no 
expense to the panel. They provided almost all the administrative 
support the panel has needed, except for the website which has 
been managed by a Panel member.  
Panel member 
 

Panel Partners consist of more mature and experienced 
members. They also seem to be more enthusiastic and unbiased. 
Panel member    

I have also personally learnt a great deal around community 
development and regeneration from the Panel Partner which will 
help me progress in my career. 
Panel member    

It would not and could not have happened without them. 
Panel member 

Those who were dissatisfied with Panel Partner support had Partners who 
sporadically attended meetings or were disconnected from the community.   

No relationship to ward. Process orientated, get applications and 
get some grants out. Job done. 
Panel member 

Our Panel Partner was Asda which was not in [our town] so they 
had little interest in our Panel. 
Panel member 

There was also a risk that decision making by local people could be 
undermined by too prominent a role for Panel Partners. In a small number of 
cases there were examples of the process (and decisions) being 
dominated by the Panel Partner. There was a difficult tension here, given 
the need for Panels to keep on top of administration in order to allocate 
funding locally.  

It became more of what the Panel Partner wanted. Sometimes felt 
the decision was already made and it became very hard if there 
was a difference of opinion. 
Panel member  

There is evidence from both the quantitative and qualitative evaluation data 
that for a minority of Panel Partners (and Panel members) the programme 
entailed a larger commitment than they had envisaged. Some felt there was 
a lack of adequate support (both locally and centrally) that had resulted in 
them or others becoming overburdened by the programme. For Panel 
Partners taking on the role as part of their day job the pressures had 
sometimes been felt by their organisation or employer. 
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I got it in the neck from my wife saying 'what are you doing filling 
the form in?' It cost me a few lattes and bottles of wine… I think 
I've got MUG written across my forehead 
Panel Partner 

We think being able to fund projects in the local community is 
incredibly worthwhile, and that’s been our priority. But we’ve 
spent more time than expected on supporting the process. 
Panel Partner 

There was a lot expected from the Panel which nobody 
envisaged.  The idea is very good and has been welcome and we 
all feel proud to have been part of this because it has benefited 
the community but we would not do it again. 
Panel member 
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5.5.4 Transparency and scrutiny 

 

There is evidence that many Panels (and other programme participants) 
publicised their activities and the local impact of Community First on their 
websites and via social media. Facebook, in particular, has been used by 
Panels to publish their decisions, as well as wider activities and related 
community news and events (see Figure 5.14). However, there is much less 
evidence that this has been effective in reaching the wider community, and 

Transparency and scrutiny around how funding was allocated and 
spent was delivered through a number of mechanisms designed to 
be proportionate with the light touch model for the programme. The 
key mechanisms were: 

 Eligibility criteria for Panel members including not having been 
convicted of fraud, been declared bankrupt or held senior 
posts in organisations that have gone into administration. 

 Requirement for Panels to submit Terms of Reference to CDF 
outlining details of the Panel membership, aims, conduct and 
values, Panel processes and contacts, signed by all Panel 
members. 

 Requirement for all Panels to secure the support of a Panel 
Partner and for this organisation to submit a validation form 
confirming the Panel was representative of the community and 
satisfied the eligibility criteria for membership.  

 Responsibility for holding of expenses funds to rest with the 
Panel Partner. 

 Priority setting and funding decision making to rest with Panel 
members, with administration of funding release to reside with 
CDF. 

 Requirement for funded projects to submit a monitoring form to 
CDF upon completion of their project, setting out their 
achievements, challenges faced, the people who took part and 
the final costs of the project, including any unspent funds. 

 Requirements for funded projects to submit information and 
updates about their project to their Panel, and for Panels to 
publish these via their website.  

This approach is not without its risks, but these were carefully 
considered by the Cabinet Office and CDF, and the approach agreed 
following extensive discussions. 
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https://www.facebook.com/#!/ChirtonWard?fref=ts 
(site accessed 29/05/15) 

 
https://www.facebook.com/pages/Community
-First-Easton-and-Lawrence-Hill-
Panel/592862327410403#!/pages/Community
-First-Easton-and-Lawrence-Hill-
Panel/592862327410403  

(site accessed 29/05/15) 
 
Within the programme there were two main scrutiny mechanisms: the 
monitoring form submitted by projects at the end of their funded activity, 
and the information projects were asked to provide to Panels to publish on 
their websites. 

One of the challenges of the programme was around encouraging those 
involved – both Panels and projects – to return their completed monitoring 
forms to CDF, when they were often already giving significant time to 
community activity locally. Two thirds (66%) of completed projects that 
responded to the post-Year Three survey had submitted their monitoring 
form to CDF, and just fewer than half (47%) had provided evidence to the 
Panel for their website.59  

Projects did not provide evidence to the Panel for their website for a number 
of reasons. Around half of projects who had not still intended to do so 
(46%), while eight percent said the nature of the project meant they were 
unable to. However, a third (33%), said they were not aware of this 
requirement.  

We could not access our project on the website to complete the 
online evaluation form and despite emails to request help to do 
this, nothing was forthcoming 
Project  

 

                                                      
59 It has not been possible to verify this finding against the CDF management information. 
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Understanding social outcomes
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6 Understanding social 
outcomes 

In this section of the report we present findings from the Community First 
social impact assessment. The outcomes are assessed based on the 
intervention logic model and theory of change, both of which are explained 
in greater detail in the Evaluation Design Document.  

For each of the main programme beneficiaries we describe the evidence 
about whether or not they have experienced the anticipated outcomes, as 
well as reflecting on how well the programme has addressed the four 
overarching problems identified in the programme rationale.60 

 

The Neighbourhood Matched Fund element of the Community First 
programme aimed to be an efficient way of helping frontline community 
groups to access grant funding. The desired effect was to build decision 
making capacity at a local level among people who understand community 
needs. Beyond this, the programme aimed to fund both new and existing 
groups to organise activities that benefited the community and better 
addressed local needs. 

The programme sought to deliver these aims through a light touch grant 
funding approach, with decision making devolved to Panels of local 
volunteers, supported by a Panel Partner organisation. Alongside the key 
processes relating to this design (discussed in Section 5), the programme 
involved three main beneficiary groups: 

                                                      
60 Further details on the programme rationale are presented in Chapter 3. 

Issues NMF programme sought to address 

 The value of community assets and volunteering are not fully or 
adequately recognised by local communities or traditional grant 
funding. 

 Local communities do not have enough influence over funding 
decisions affecting their neighbourhood. 

 Community groups and projects face barriers to accessing small 
grant funding. 

 Government funding is not leveraged effectively enough to 
support community groups and projects. 
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 Panel members – the volunteers who have taken responsibility for 
setting priorities and making funding decisions, as well as providing 
support in many cases to funding applicants. 

 Funding applicants – the project members who made applications 
for Community First funding. 

 Wider community – the local residents who were beneficiaries of 
the funded activity (either as contributors or direct beneficiaries) 
and the broader local community that benefitted from activity 
supported or promoted by the programme. 

6.1 Summary 

The evaluation findings show positive impacts for individuals participating in 
the programme, and positive perceptions of the wider impacts on 
communities. The findings show that the funding helped to support existing 
groups and networks in communities, many of which will continue beyond 
the lifetime of the programme.  

Those involved did express some doubts about the ongoing sustainability of 
these positive impacts without continued funding. Across the programme, 
there were concerns about the future of wider local networks of engaged 
individuals and organisations, and therefore their ability to continue to 
support effective local decision making and accountability.  

6.1.1 Individual outcomes ---- Panel members and project leads 

The evidence shows both Panel members and those successful in applying 
for funding have experienced improvements in skills and knowledge 
needed to self-organise effectively and address local needs.  While the 
programme itself has been important in facilitating these outcomes, 
additional local support and advice from experienced Panel members and 
Panel Partners also played a crucial role.  

Panel members often had relevant skills and experience, but they felt that 
being involved with Community First has benefited them. In particular, there 
is evidence of increased confidence around making funding decisions and 
improved knowledge of, and working with, the local community. The 
programme also increased confidence among successful project leads, 
increasing the number of community groups working together, and 
encouraging them to apply for funding from other sources.  

6.1.2 Community outcomes ---- community activity and impacts on 
the local community 

Community First matched funding also helped to generate new activity and 
use of resources. This includes evidence of some new groups forming, as 
well as organisations starting new activities, or improving/ extending their 
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existing activities, for example by involving new people or purchasing 
assets.  

Funding has focused predominantly on existing groups, with Community 
First grants in some cases used to sustain existing activity. However, much 
of the activity was new, with the matched funding often coming from new 
sources.  

The current funding environment offered Community First a clear role for 
local organisations, with significant demand for this type of small grant 
funding in Community First neighbourhoods. For many small community 
groups, Community First was an easily accessible way of extending the 
local impact of their work, at a time when funding and other local resource 
opportunities were highly competitive.  

Many individuals benefited from funded activities, through a wide range of 
projects designed to meet local needs and through increased community 
connections. Panel members and project leads were in agreement about 
the impact on local networks, and increasingly felt that higher level 
outcomes – such as pride in neighbourhood and trust in other people – 
were being realised, at least to some extent. Overall, Panel members and 
projects were positive about the impact in their local area as a result of the 
programme.  

6.1.3 Sustainability 

A key question for assessing social impact is whether the incremental 
changes experienced by individual community members and strengthened 
local networks are enough to catalyse longer term outcomes. Despite some 
positive indications about the impact Community First has had on 
individuals and communities, there are a number of factors which are likely 
to affect the sustainability of these outcomes after the end of the 
programme.  

Programme participants were positive about their future involvement in 
similar activity, with most Panels saying they were likely to continue working 
together. They were also positive about the impact the programme has had 
on key skills, confidence and social capital locally.  

However, there were concerns about the energy levels and availability of 
community members to continue these projects in the future – and the long 
term sustainability of the impact of the programme – without further funding.  
While Community First funding was welcomed, particularly by funded 
projects, they felt there was a clear need for continued small grants funding. 
Project leads reported that the competition for small grants was increasing, 
and some Panel members felt that greater amounts of funding per individual 
grant would be more effective in addressing needs. 
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6.2 Individual outcomes 

6.2.1 Panel members  

 

Panel members were generally positive about their skills and knowledge 
prior to their involvement with Community First, reflecting their age, 
education and level of experience of community work (see Section 5.3 for 
more on Panel members’ backgrounds). Even so, there is evidence that 
they have experienced improvements in skills and knowledge through 
taking part in the programme.  

As part of the post-Year Two survey, Panel members were asked to think 
about their knowledge and confidence in relevant areas prior to involvement 
in Community First and to gauge the change over time at that point (see 
Figure 6.1). Between half and three quarters of Panel members felt they had 
a high level of knowledge and confidence before taking part in the 
programme.61 Fewer than one in ten reported a low degree of confidence or 
knowledge in any of the areas (see Figure 6.1).62 Similarly, three quarters 
(75%) of Panel members stated they had a high degree of knowledge about 
the problems people faced in their local area, compared to three percent 
who stated they had a low degree of knowledge.  

                                                      
61 Respondents answering 8 to 10 on a 0 to 10 scale where, for knowledge aspects, 0 is 
‘Nothing at all’ and 10 is ‘A great deal’ and where, for confidence aspects, 0 is ‘Not at all 
confident’ and 10 is ‘Extremely confident’. 
62 Respondents answering 0 to 4 on a 0 to 10 scale where, for knowledge aspects, 0 is 
‘Nothing at all’ and 10 is ‘A great deal’ and where, for confidence aspects, 0 is ‘Not at all 
confident’ and 10 is ‘Extremely confident. 

Community First Panels relied on local community volunteers to take 
responsibility for setting priorities and make funding decisions. Panel 
members were expected to help publicise Community First and 
attract local people and community groups to apply. These 
applications could come from existing or new groups, and may have 
been one-off, ad hoc activities (e.g. a street party) or more ongoing 
(e.g. an IT skills training club). Through Panel members’ responsibility 
for setting priorities, attracting applicants, and making funding 
decisions, the following outcomes were expected to be realised: 

 Local residents able to articulate priorities for action. 

 Panel members with increased capacity to understand local 
needs and make decisions about how best to address them. 

 Panel members develop transferrable listening, decision making 
and administrative skills. 
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ability to contribute to discussions and their confidence to challenge 
projects to justify their funding applications.  

I have become more confident about asking questions and 
speaking out.  It was quite difficult to do initially (even though I 
still did so) but it did become easier. 
Panel member 

We have developed our skills so that some of the members are 
more critical friends when considering the applications and we 
are not afraid to challenge elements positively. 
Panel member 

Some Panel members also pointed to the impact the decision making 
process had had on their awareness of, and relationships with, relevant 
local organisations and people. In some cases this had encouraged them to 
be more proactive in seeking out new projects, helping to strengthen local 
networks. 

We offer more help with applications, we have been able to build 
up a database of groups, we have developed partnerships with 
local and county councils, other funders and community 
organisations. 
Panel member 

We have realised that we need to be more proactive in 
networking and making the community aware of our programme.  
Panel member 

Experienced Panel members and Panel Partners played an important role in 
facilitating key processes such as attracting funding applications and online 
administration. There is evidence through the case studies that these skills 
have been transferred to other Panel members. It is likely that this has 
contributed to increased confidence and knowledge of Panel members and 
helped to strengthen the capabilities of local networks. 

I have worked with some of the other Panellists to help them get 
to grips with the decision making process. It’s something I’ve 
done before with the council, but I think there is real value in 
spreading that knowledge a bit wider. 
Panel member 

There were a few times where we would help each other out on 
the Panel. Not everyone has done this kind of thing before, so it’s 
good to share what we each know.  
Panel member 
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I had not previously applied for a grant online before.  I learned 
to scan and cope with an online application. Previously it was 
done by post. It saves time online and I find it easier. 
Project  

It is a comprehensive form that helps me to reflect a lot more on 
the work I do...this then empowers me with the confidence to 
apply for funding for other projects we run. 
Project 

The smaller, “local” nature of Community First was a positive for some 
funded projects, not least as they felt they had a greater chance of being 
successful than with larger (and more complex) grant programmes or 
trusts. 

It helps you realise how smaller local funding is easier to access 
than national funding. 
Project  

In the past we have been unsuccessful when applying to large 
trusts. Being successful on this occasion gave me the confidence 
to apply to [another smaller] fund. 
Project  

Many projects pointed to their success with Community First making it 
easier to succeed with future grant applications. Being able to gain external 
funding and relevant experience helped them to demonstrate success and 
impact, thereby making it easier to be successful with funding applications 
in the future. This seems to have been important given a challenging 
funding environment for small community groups.  

We have been turned down for other funds because we did not 
have experience of managing a grant fund…Community First has 
given us that chance and we can demonstrate our ability to 
manage grant funds. 
Project  

We find that money attracts money.  If one grant funder makes an 
initial grant then we find that other funders are more willing to 
give. 
Project  

The funding environment is getting more and more difficult and 
competition is high, we therefore have looked more to local 
funding agencies who understand local needs and interests. 
Project  

A key aim of the programme is to create better local networks, at an 
individual and organisational level. When asked about their awareness of 
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other local activities and actors, post-Year Four project members reported 
the following: 

 Before the programme, 38% had a high level of knowledge of other 
activities and actors, after this increased to 58%. 

 After the programme, 63% of project leads felt confident that they 
understood the needs and aspirations of other local people in the 
area, up from 43%. 

 In turn, the proportion of project leads that felt highly confident they 
could organise local activity to address local needs increased from 
50% to 67%. 

 Finally, the numbers of project leads who felt highly confident 
getting involved in local activities increased from 56% to 75%.  

In summary, there was been an increase in the skills and capacity of local 
project leaders; their perceptions of their ability to articulate their work and 
bring in finance increased, as had their local understanding.   

While there were increased skills for new groups, it is worth noting that 
existing groups had a similar experience. For example, when asked about 
their confidence in making a successful funding application, those from new 
groups (post-Year Three) who rated themselves as highly confident 
increased from 21% to 43% after the application process, whereas those 
from existing groups increased from 31% to 60%. This suggests that the 
programme helped to improve the skills and confidence of a range of 
organisations and projects.   

The evaluation evidence shows that projects were very positive about the 
potential for longer term impact on their group by giving them greater 
confidence and tools to apply for funding.  
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In some cases, there are examples of further impacts for project leads, 
particularly around their engagement with local networks. Through applying 
for Community First funding, “Priya” was given the confidence to apply for 
the Community Organisers programme. This enabled her to build on her 
previous experience in the community.  

Case study example 

In one small village there were over 20 community organisations, 
many of which had survived for years by raising funds directly 
through their members. Several were reaching the point of needing 
small amounts of capital investment to replenish equipment or repair 
buildings. These projects were in much need of funding, but most 
had not considered applying for grants previously. 

The availability of Community First funding and the work of Panel 
members encouraged many of these groups to apply. Some needed 
help to develop their ideas and complete the application process, 
while others were able to do so without difficulty. 

Overall, the funding has strengthened local groups significantly, and 
encouraged them to continue meeting needs in their community. 
Several have applied for further Community First funding, or made 
applications to other grant providers. 
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6.3 Community outcomes 

A key aim of the evaluation was to understand the extent to which 
Community First benefited local communities. As we have seen, there is 
evidence of positive outcomes for both Panel members and project leads. 
The nature of these – increased ability and confidence to continue 
involvement in community activity – means there may have also been 
additional benefits for the wider community. For example, involvement in a 
Community First Panel increased the confidence of many Panel members in 
key skills such as decision making, which may also have been beneficial to 
the community if further decision making opportunities arose.  

However, outcomes for the wider community are not limited to those that 
follow from individual outcomes. The programme logic assumed that funded 
projects are themselves beneficial in addressing community needs, and 
that matched funding helps to generate new community activity, either 
through new activities, groups or people involved.  

6.3.1 Generating and strengthening community activity 

 

Encouraging new people 

There is strong evidence that Community First encouraged new people to 
get involved in community activity. Post-Year Four Project survey results 
show that nearly nine in ten (86%) projects said their activity involved 
people who had not been involved in similar activities before, and around 
three quarters (74%) that there were people helping to run it who had not 
been involved in running similar activities before.64 On both counts projects 
were positive about future prospects too – 97% thought their project would 
encourage new people to get involved in the future, and 90% that it would 
encourage people to get involved in running that type of activity. 65  

                                                      
64 Base: Year 4 survey, 952 funded projects; fieldwork November – December 2014 
65 Base: Year 4 survey, 952 funded projects; fieldwork November – December 2014 

A key assumption underpinning the logic model of Community First 
was that new social activity (and new people taking part) is a 
stepping stone to broader impact. The programme aimed to generate 
new social activity in four ways: 

1. Encouraging people to get involved 

2. Generating new activities and projects 

3. Encouraging new groups to form 

4. Generating additional resources and assets 
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Table 6.2 ---- Perceptions of what would have happened without 
Community First by whether the project had done something similar 
before receiving funding 

 Have done this 
type of thing 

before without CF

Have not done 
this type of thing 

before without CF
Overall

Project wouldn’t have happened 
without CF 

31% 47% 39%

Project would have continued 
without CF but with some 

changes/compromises 
51% 40% 46%

Project would have found funding 
from somewhere else 

17% 12% 14%

Don’t know 1% 1% 1%

Table presents column percentages. 
Source: Ipsos MORI 
Base: 952 funded projects; all valid responses 
 
It is also possible to look at results for how much of the matched funding 
element was new by whether the project had done something similar before 
without Community First funding or not.  

Breaking down survey results in this way indicates that Community First 
funding is most effective in leveraging new matched resources when it is 
used to fund new activities. This is regardless of whether the group carrying 
out the project was new or not.  
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Table 6.3 ---- Proportion of new match funding by whether the project 
had done something similar before receiving funding 

 Have done this 
type of thing 

before without CF

Have not done 
this type of thing 

before without CF
Overall

All or most of the matched 
element was new 

46% 61% 53%

About half of the matched element 
was new 

27% 24% 26%

Hardly any or none of the matched 
element was new 

22% 11% 16%

Don’t know 5% 4% 5%

Table presents column percentages. 
Source: Ipsos MORI 
Base: 952 funded projects; all valid responses 
 

The programme’s light touch approach and the wider community action and 
funding landscape means it is difficult, without significant additional 
investment, to see how a large number of new groups could be generated 
through a programme of this type. What these results show, though, is that it 
may be possible for similar programmes to more effectively leverage new 
resources/assets by focusing on funding new activity, even where this 
comes from existing groups (taking a more prescriptive approach to 
funding criteria than Community First did).  

6.3.2 Local community outcomes 

Types of projects 

Projects were asked to categorise themselves by type of activity involved 
and their main focus. Post-Year Four, two thirds (67%) of projects said they 
were working to connect people together, with just over half (57%) working 
to encourage people to get involved.  

A large proportion of projects worked to help members of the community 
improve aspects of their life, predominantly around health and well-being 
(66%) and education and skills (51%). The number of well-being projects 
has increased since the post-Year Three project survey (from 62% to 66%), 
although helping people to learn went down slightly (from 49% to 43%).  

Project activities typically covered four of the ‘five ways to well-being’ – 
Connect (to new people and activities), Give (through time, skills and 
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Table 6.4 ---- Example project descriptions 

 

Aims Total grant 
funding 

Total 
match 
funding 

People 
involved 
in delivery

Gardening 
classes 

To provide gardening craft sessions to the community 
at a Community Centre, including tutor hours, 
publicity, materials and equipment. Aim is to 
encourage families and young people to take part in 
gardening, flower arranging, planting, and producing 
hanging baskets throughout the community. 

£1,300 £2,395 4 

Ad-hoc 
community 

event 
(building a 

carnival 
float) 

Each year [this area] has a carnival and this year [we] 
want to enter a float.  This will mean holding 
workshops to prepare things for and dress the float 
and the hiring of things such as a PA on the float. 

£750 £776 70 

Sports 
team 

Purchase equipment to assist with the training of the 
cricket club as suggested by ECB coaches - this 
involves videoing (with parental/carers permission) 
batting and bowling actions which is then used to 
enable young people to see and respond to their own 
playing style and enable them to make adjustment to 
improve their technique 

£800 £810 5 

Drop-in 
centre 

The [project] will provide day services and activities 
for unemployed and socially isolated residents living 
in and around the city. The project will run for 4 
weeks, offering 2-3 hour sessions per week. The 
project will aim to offer a central place, with a warm 
and welcoming atmosphere where people can come 
and go during the day to meet others, share a meal 
and drink, get practical support if needed, advocacy, 
information and signposting about other services in 
the city.  

£2,440 £3,122 18 

Source: Programme administrative data 
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The Cabinet Office used text mining analytical approaches to explore 
project descriptions, in order to determine what types of project Panels 
allocated funding to. This was carried out on 16,136 project descriptions, 
with a cluster model generated around 40 sets of key words for a sample of 
9,000, and then applied to the remaining descriptions. The aim was to 
provide a broad picture of the types of projects funded, rather than 
complete accuracy in terms of how each description is categorised. 

As Table 6.5 highlights, a huge range of projects were funded, with the 
most common those that support activities for young people, focus on 
community facilities, help families, and put on one-off community events. 
But beyond this, there were many projects with very different aims.   

While it is not possible to capture the specific impact of each project on the 
end beneficiaries in local communities around the country, this should not 
be understood as a lack of impact. Many of these projects will have had 
substantial benefits for end beneficiaries, and this is supported by evidence 
from the case studies and surveys. This is discussed in more detail below.  
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Table 6.5 ---- Cluster analysis of project descriptions 

 No. of 
projects 

% of  
projects 

Projects, clubs and activities for young people - including 
supporting Brownies, Guides, and Scouts 

1,391 8.6% 

Community Assets: facilities and equipment 1,116 6.9% 

Activities to support parents, children and families e.g. play 
sessions, improving play areas, parent drug programmes 

1,114 6.9% 

Community events, festivals, carnivals, parades, family fun days, 
street parties and celebrations 

1,104 6.8% 

Employment support e.g. jobs search, training, computer/ 
internet access and volunteer placement 

1,039 6.4% 

Health and Well-being activities mainly for older vulnerable 
people e.g. drop-ins, fitness, exercise, bowling, social activities 

910 5.6% 

Supporting local allotments and gardens - community projects 
to grow food, fruits and vegetables 

763 4.7% 

Youth projects, clubs and activities for young people - including 
supporting Brownies, Guides, and Scouts 

687 4.3% 

Trips and outings, lunch clubs and social activities particularly 
for the elderly 

679 4.2% 

Resident, neighbour engagement and consultation events to 
develop and improve areas 

673 4.2% 

Community music, choirs, film, theatre, drama; workshops and 
performances 

644 4.0% 

Community sport particularly projects to support football, cricket 
and rugby teams 

622 3.9% 

Information, advice and support services for vulnerable groups 
particularly money, debt and benefits 

620 3.8% 

Community training, courses and sessions to learn life skills - 
arts, craft, cookery, sewing, knitting etc 

508 3.1% 

Food education and cooking skills and emergency food 
provision through foodbanks 

429 2.7% 

Community arts projects - workshops and exhibits 417 2.6% 

Out of school and summer holiday schemes for young people 393 2.4% 

Clean and improve area planting by flowers, trees, shrubs and 
hanging baskets 

388 2.4% 

Parks and Community Gardens - improving green spaces and 
engagement with greenspaces 

375 2.3% 

Projects and schemes to reduce anti-social behaviour 358 2.2% 

Library projects e.g. bookshares, heritage and history - research, 
stories, exhibits and photographs 

335 2.1% 

Classes and activities to support the health and well-being of 
women 

327 2.0% 

Dance clubs, classes and competitions particularly for children 306 1.9% 

Christmas markets and decorations, and events to bring 
residents together 

287 1.8% 

Environmental projects particularly litter picks to clean area and 
recycling. Cycle rides and schemes. 

265 1.6% 

Activities to support carers and disabled people 206 1.3% 

Crime and Safety; Neighbourhood Watch and resident groups; 
newsletters, news and information 

169 1.0% 

No description of project provided 11 0.1% 

Source: Cabinet Office cluster analysis using text mining  
Base: 16,136 project descriptions 
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those living in comparably deprived non-project areas before (2010-11) and 
during (2012-2014) the programme. This analysis highlighted the following 
findings: 

 Community First areas started with significantly lower well-being 
and after three years have caught up. The observed differences 
were relatively small, but this is often the case for this type of 
analysis. 

 The proportion of people volunteering in Community First areas was 
significantly higher than in comparator areas by the end of the 
programme (82% compared with 66%). The volunteering rate 
started off lower in 2010-11, reaching similar levels in 2012-13 and 
ended up higher in 2013-14. 

More details of these findings can be found on the OCS website.70 

6.4 Sustainability 

A key question for assessing social impact is whether the incremental 
changes experienced by individual community members and strengthened 
local networks are enough to catalyse longer term outcomes. But it is also 
important to remember that the programme was always designed to take an 
asset-based approach, building on existing activities, organisations and 
networks.  

The evaluation shows that most projects said that their project would have 
happened without Community First funding, either through alternative 
funding or in a different way. For a large majority of Panels, those involved 
knew each other and had often worked together in the community in the 
past. 

As such, the programme aimed to recognise and develop these activities, 
rather than attempting to grow a new local community infrastructure that 
might be sustained beyond the lifetime of the programme. Any assessment 
of sustainability must therefore be grounded in the impact Community First 
had on assets and networks already present in communities. 

Overall, those involved were positive about the important role that 
Community First funding has played in local communities. There is evidence 
that the funding has helped to support organisations and activities that were 
already embedded in communities, and encouraged some new 
organisations to develop within the community. Local networks have also 
been strengthened, particularly through Panel members’ interactions with 
each other and with projects. In many areas this was seen as having the 

                                                      
70 https://coanalysis.blog.gov.uk/2015/07/03/community-first-helping-people-to-live-fulfilling-
and-good-lives-2/ 
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potential to lead to longer term impacts for individuals and groups who had 
participated. 

 

Building networks and local influence 

Many Panel members felt that there would be ongoing impact because 
local networks had been strengthened by the programme. This was a 
recurring theme in the longitudinal case studies and in survey responses.  

Community First is great programme and it has allowed small 
groups to apply for funding that may not have meet the criteria 
that larger funders require. It has allowed smaller projects to get 
off the ground and forged links with in the community with groups 
working together. 
Panel member 

Community First has provided a vital resource to enable 
individual and community empowerment in developing social 
cohesion in this area. I'm sure the members of the Panel will 
continue to encourage and support local community based 
initiatives but without financial resources this support will be 
limited. 
Panel member 

Reflecting this, a large majority of Panel members (78%) found taking part 
in Community First very worthwhile and even more (85%) said they would 
get involved if a similar opportunity arose again. Only a small number (7%) 
said they would be unlikely to do so.71 This highlights the value these local 
leaders placed on the programme. 

Similarly, much of the feedback from funded groups was positive about the 
impact even small amounts of funding had had on maintaining, building or 

                                                      
71 Base: Year 4 Survey, 229 Panel members, September – November 2014 

Case study example 

In one case study Community First funding was sustaining important 
social action. In the words of one panel member: “we have a wealth 
of community spirit and the skills to do things… we just don’t have a 
wealth of cash.” The groups in their community were well connected, 
well known and well used, but they did not have access to finance. 
For them Community First did not generate significant additional 
community level change. Rather, the funding available prevented 
negative change from occurring, as a result of community groups 
being unable to continue. 
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generating their activities, and this has the potential to be a legacy for the 
programme.  

Community First is particularly useful for ‘pumping and priming’, 
that is, giving money to groups/ organisations so they can try 
things out  and see if they work, before they apply for larger 
funding grants 
Panel member 

As detailed in section 6.3.2, a huge variety of project types was funded, 
including one-off events, supporting ongoing activities, and investment in 
community assets. The sustainability of individual projects will vary 
depending on their activities, and the change they sought to effect. For 
example, improvements to community assets like buildings may have long 
term sustainability in delivering wellbeing outcomes for those that continue 
to use it. A one off event, such as a parade, is likely to have shorter term 
sustainability, unless it is able to catalyse further community action or 
connections.  

Due to the breadth of the projects funded, it is not possible to analyse the 
likely sustainability of all funded activities. However, there is clear evidence 
that most funded groups planned to continue. A large majority of projects 
said their group was certain or likely to continue working together after the 
funded project ended. This includes 68% (post-Year Four) who said they 
were certain to, and 23% who thought this was very likely. Most groups 
existed prior to receiving Community First funding and the programme has 
helped sustain them. 

Among groups that were newly-formed to apply for grants through the 
programme confidence that they will keep working together is lower, with 
41% saying they were certain to, and a further 20% that this was very likely. 
Even so, this suggests that many newly formed projects will be sustained in 
some form. 
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The area has benefitted hugely and loss of Community First 
money will [result in the] loss of community activities in the area. 
Project  

Our greatest problem is always finding sufficient funding to 
maintain our activities for young people in an area of real need. 
Without Community First our effectiveness will be substantially 
reduced. 
Project 

The area will be much the worse, when and if [Community First] 
ends…we can no longer anticipate the State or local council's 
being able to have the financial resources to fund all the services 
necessary. Hence the importance of support for voluntary 
services. 
Project  

Whether there would be funding available locally is something specifically 
identified by some Panel members. For example, when asked during the 
post-Year Three survey about the future for their local area after Community 
First ended, 27% mentioned the need for more funding in their open, 
unprompted responses.  

Despite these concerns, there is good evidence that Community First has 
helped sustain projects and networks in local communities. Those involved 
were confident that much of this would continue in future.  
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7 Key lessons learnt 
In this section we present a short summary of the key lessons learnt from 
the evaluation of the Community First Neighbourhood Matched Fund 
programme. 

7.1 Lessons learnt 

Overall the evaluation provides positive feedback about the effectiveness of 
key processes and evidence that individual Panel members and projects 
experienced the intended outcomes, as did communities to some extent. 
There were both opportunities and challenges associated with the light 
touch approach to central programme administration. 

The programme largely fulfilled its core targets for the number of 
operational Panels, Panel websites and Community First Plans. This 
required considerable effort from individuals and organisations within the 
programme, including locally, from delivery partners CDF, and additional 
support and guidance provided by The Young Foundation.  

The approach generally worked well locally, with most Panels finding the 
programme processes straightforward. However, without tailored support a 
minority of Panels would not have functioned. Introducing additional 
assistance for these struggling Panels in response to early feedback was a 
positive step for the programme.  

However, this also suggests that the level of resource available for central 
programme management – which was much lower than previous small 
grants programmes – was too low to allow for more than a transactional 
approach to grant administration. This was based on the original proposal 
by CDF when they bid to deliver the programme. 

Some of the success of the programme was a reflection of the simple 
approach adopted by Community First compared with other small grant 
funding programmes. Core requirements for Panel members and projects 
alike were simple enough that there were, overall, sufficiently suitably 
qualified participants able fulfil them. 

Both Panel members and funded projects generally felt the application and 
decision making requirements and processes worked well, including the 
online administration system. As might be expected, for some the online 
approach has been a barrier, although it is not possible to measure the 
extent of this. 

There was demand for Community First funding. Over £27 million in funding 
has been allocated to projects, yielding £93 million in matched funding. 
These figures do show a shortfall in the amount of funding reaching 
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projects. Some Community First Panels struggled to find sufficient 
groups/projects to allocate all of their funding, and some projects did not 
claim money they had been awarded. A gap is to be expected given the 
locally devolved nature of the programme design. It is not possible to 
benchmark this against other programmes (because Community First is so 
different to centrally administered small grants funding schemes), but the 
overall level does not seem disproportionately high, and the evaluation 
evidence is that the programme generally worked well at a local level.   

There are positive examples of how the programme has benefitted from 
existing assets, such as local residents involved in community development 
professionally and as volunteers, or focal points like community centres and 
associated networks, to identify needs within the community and attract 
applications from projects to address these.  

This contribution from key local people and organisations has also been 
vital to make the programme work well. They often took on significant 
responsibility for administrating the programme, as well as bringing to bear 
their experience and expertise. In many cases support has been provided 
directly by the local council or voluntary and community sector 
organisations. To a large extent this can also be seen as a positive – Panels 
found willing and able people and organisations to help support them 
without the need for much central programme involvement.  

This provides clear evidence supporting the principles of Asset Based 
Community Development – i.e. that there are assets in local 
neighbourhoods, sometimes untapped, around which to build and 
strengthen the communities. However, a minority of Panels found it hard to 
access good local support. They relied on assistance from CDF and The 
Young Foundation; without this it is likely that more Panels would not have 
continued.  

Relying on existing local networks brings risks that the focus of the 
programme may be on established ideas of local needs. Even so, the 
evaluation evidence suggests that funding has predominantly been used to 
address locally recognised and defined needs. 
 
Much of the activity funded by Community First can be categorised as 
addressing the elements that drive well-being, predominantly around 
connecting people together and encouraging people to volunteer. The 
range of projects shows how varied needs are in local communities, and 
how well local decision making can flex to provide funding to very different 
types of activities.  
 
The evidence suggests that websites and social media were not particularly 
effective channels in raising awareness of the programme in Community 
First areas. Of much greater importance have been recommendations and 
existing relationships.  
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In many Community First areas, the longstanding networks of people who 
have benefitted the project will continue to take on responsibilities and 
involvement in their community beyond the end of the programme. In this 
respect the programme can, therefore, be seen to have provided a vehicle 
for these existing networks to sustain and develop. 

Some Panel members would have welcomed a greater role in monitoring 
and oversight of funded projects, in part to help them build longer term 
relationships with community groups and enable them to see the impact of 
their funding decisions. However, the extent to which this responsibility 
would have been welcomed across all Panel members is unclear. 

While the programme encouraged additional activity, involvement and use 
of resources, a relatively small number of new groups have been created 
through programme activity. Many Panels did not see this as part of their 
role, and the availability of existing networks and groups meant it was 
simply not necessary to make this a focus. In any case, seeking to support 
new groups to form would be a considerable task, requiring significant time 
and skills, and further support and guidance from the central programme 
and local networks. The Community Organisers programme has been 
shown to be beneficial to the Community First programme, including 
fostering new groups to form and apply for funding.  

The evaluation findings point to programme funding being used most 
effectively when groups focus on types of activity they not done before 
Community First (this has not been a prescriptive approach taken across 
the programme). These types of projects were most likely to feel that without 
Community First funding their activity would not have happened. 
Conversely, where a project had carried out something similar before they 
were more likely to say they would have found funding from elsewhere, or 
would have found a way to make the project happen without funding.  

Community First funding was most effective in leveraging new matched 
resources when used to fund new activities. While generating new activity 
and resources is an important element of the programme, it can also be 
seen to be playing an important role is sustaining exiting activity and 
resources that might otherwise have been vulnerable given the wider 
funding landscape. 

7.2 Implications for future small grants programmes 

The light touch, devolved approach adopted by the programme appears to 
have worked and to be appropriate for ensuring the majority of the small 
grants funding available reached community groups and projects that 
address locally determined needs. There are a number of implications for 
any future programmes designed to distribute small grants using local 
decision making: 
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 Central support for Panels – the programme was delivered with 
lower levels of central resources relative to previous programmes, 
based on the original proposal from the delivery partners. The 
evidence suggests the level of resource was too low to cover the 
more substantial support required by some Panels, and envisaged 
in the original programme design. The online approach reduced 
administrative costs, but large numbers of Panel and project 
queries meant the central programme team were unable to provide 
proactive capacity building support to Panels.  The design of future 
programmes should carefully consider the level of management 
fee, trading off the need to keep administration simple and cost 
effective with the amount of support central teams can provide. 
Responsibility for setting an appropriate level of central resource 
should be shared between delivery partners and government.  

 Value of grants – there is significant demand for small grants in 
deprived communities around England. The upper limit of £2,500 
per project was appropriate, with sufficient applications (and often 
too many applications) to allow Panels to fund a wide range of 
projects run by many different types of organisation. 

 Local decision making – distributing public money using panels of 
local people is a good model for small grant funding. These were 
set up in almost all of the 600 areas, and decision-making and other 
processes have worked well. Panel members were aware of their 
responsibilities and took these seriously, with decisions generally 
based on relevant local priorities and clear criteria. 

 Keep the process simple – securing funding through Community 
First was a relatively easy process, and allowed groups with no 
previous experience of grant applications to have success. 
Ensuring that the level of burden for grant applicants is 
proportionate will encourage more organisations to access small 
amounts of funding. 

 Online administration – using an online process was successful in 
reducing the administration costs relative to other previous small 
grants programmes, and for most participants was straightforward. 
This approach did bring challenges for some people, but with 
adequate local support there is little evidence that it was a 
significant barrier for large numbers of projects or Panel members. 

 Communications – allocating some money for communications 
(both locally and centrally) would help similar programmes to have 
wider impacts. Without being able to spend on communications it 
was challenging for Panels to reach beyond existing local networks, 
which will be important if future programmes aim to encourage 
applications from new groups.  
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8 Appendices 
8.1 Programme logic model assumptions 

8.1.1 Activities to Outputs assumptions  

 A ‘light-touch’ model for NMF is effective, proportionate and 
appropriate for a small grant funding process 

 Panels will benefit from the support of a Panel Partner  

 A central online system is appropriate for efficiently administering the 
NMF programme 

 Programme participants will already have, or be supported to 
develop, the necessary skills to use an online programme 
administration system 

 Local people will be aware of the opportunities to become a Panel 
member 

 A Panel of 4-8 people is able to engage with and involve the wider 
community 

 Effective decision making is more likely via a Panel of 4-8 people 

 Panel members already have, or will develop, the necessary skills to 
set appropriate priorities and make funding decisions 

 The level of central programme support is sufficient to allow Panels to 
discharge their responsibilities 

 Matched resource can be meaningfully quantified  

8.1.2 Outputs to Outcomes assumptions  

 Panels comprise of people with relevant skills and abilities 

 Local people are best placed to identify and address need in their 
community 

 Geography is a good basis for decision making about funding 
community activity 

 New people will want to become involved in community activity / 
projects 

 Matched resources will generate new social activity 
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 There are individuals willing to devote time to becoming Panel 
members, Panel Partners or to apply for funding in their local 
community  

 Panels have sufficient awareness of other grant funding activity to 
avoid significant duplication 

 Funded groups/projects are beneficial in addressing community 
need 

 Projects deliver the activities they say they will 

 Local transparency will lead to better outcomes from funding 

 Increased community activity leads to well-being outcomes 

8.1.3 Outcomes to Impacts assumptions 

 Strengthened networks of active projects/groups increases 
community resilience and leads to social and economic outcomes 

 Local communities will want and demand decision making 
responsibility, and those currently holding responsibility will be willing 
and able to give it up 

 Small grants, matched by group/project activity, are an effective way 
to meet locally defined need 
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8.3 Research framework questions 

The table below outlines the key evaluation research questions, alongside 
an assessment of how well they were answered through the evaluation 
activities. 

In some cases, the initial questions became less relevant to programme 
delivery. In others feedback was provided to OCS in other ways, for 
example through management information. 

Overall, the evaluation answered almost all of the key questions well, with 
some specific research questions proving more difficult within the scope of 
the data collection. 

Table 8.1 ---- Community First programme process framework 

Key programme processes Research questions Extent of evidence 
collected 

Oversight and administration (1) 

 

How effective are the programme 
administrative and governance 

mechanisms in ensuring the 
programme is transparent and 

effective? (1.1) 

 

What effect has the area selection 
criteria had on the programme aim to 

focus on areas with significant 
deprivation and low social capital? (1.2) 

 

Does the programme provide sufficient 
support mechanisms for panels and 

funded projects/groups? (1.3) 

 

What role and impact do key 
stakeholders (e.g. OCS/Minister, CDF, 
Local Authorities, existing community/ 
non-profit organisations) and have on 
the management and delivery of the 

NMF programme? (1.4) 

 

How effective is the programme infrastructure, and in particular the online 
administration mechanism?  What are the strengths and weaknesses? 

Good evidence 

How effective is the programme communication strategy? To what extent 
has the programme been promoted simply and transparently? Good evidence 

What involvement do key stakeholders (e.g. OCS/Minister, CDF, Local 
Authorities, existing community/non-profit organisations) have in raising 
awareness of the programme and in promoting panel membership? 

Some evidence 

What impact has the requirement for Community First Panels to be present 
in all local authority areas had on the objective for the programme to focus 
on areas with significant deprivation and low social capital? 

Good evidence 

What degree of duplication of other grant funding is there within the areas 
the programme is operating in? 

Some evidence 

What effect has the geographical selection process had on the ability of the 
programme to engage with other programmes (for example, and in 
particular, Community Organisers)? 

Some evidence 

How many panel applications and funding recommendations have been 
made in each area and what does this indicate about the effectiveness of 
the geographical selection process? 

Good evidence 

What impact has the geographical selection process had on the constitution 
of panels? 

Some evidence 

Does the programme ensure sufficient due diligence? How effective is the 
role of a Panel Partner in providing oversight of panel activities? 

Good evidence 

What support do panels and funded organisations need, and is the 
programme effective at providing these? What other sources and types of 
support are panels and funded organisations able to access? 

Good evidence 

Does the programme provide sufficient mechanisms and support for 
networking between NMF neighbourhoods? How effective are the peer-to-
peer learning events in facilitating this aim and in ensuring learning and 
best practice are shared between panels? 

Some evidence 
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Key programme processes Research questions Extent of evidence 
collected 

In what respects is the programme a more or less efficient/effective 
approach compared to other grant programmes? What benchmarks, if any, 
exist? 

Limited evidence 

Establishing Panels and priorities (2) 

 

What are the attributes of successful 
and unsuccessful panel? (2.1) 

 

How effective have panels been in 
ensuring priorities address needs in 

their community? (2.2) 

 

How effective have Panels been in 
raising awareness of NMF and social 

action more generally within their 
community? (2.3) 

How do panel members find out about the programme? Good evidence 

What prior experience of small grant (or other) funding programmes and/or 
community activity do panel members have? 

Goode evidence 

Do all Panels have a website? Are Panel websites regularly updated? What 
is the quality of the information provided on the website? 

Good evidence 

How do Panels identify a suitable Panel Partner?  Some evidence 

What are the attributes of successful/unsuccessful Panel Partner? Some evidence 

How do panels agree their ‘Terms of Reference’ and what form do these 
take? 

Good evidence 

What methods do panels use to identify local issues/need and to consult 
with the wider community when agreeing funding priorities? 

Good evidence 

How do panels ensure decisions represent the desires of the local 
community? 

Good evidence 

To what extent does a devolved decision making model ensure local 
communities have greater influence on decision making? 

Good evidence 

What are the attributes of successful/unsuccessful panels?  Good evidence 

How effective are panels in raising awareness of funding opportunities and 
social action in the local area? 

Some evidence 

To what extent does panel membership change over time and what impact 
does this have on the effectiveness of the programme? 

Good evidence 

How many panels have submitted a Community First Plan by 31st March 
2013? 

Good evidence 

Local decision making (3) 

 

To what extent has the programme 
encouraged new projects/groups to 

apply for grant funding? (3.1) 

 

How effective have panels been in 
ensuring funding decisions address 

needs in their community? (3.2) 

What methods are funding applicants required to use when applying for 
funding and how appropriate are these to encouraging applications? 

Good evidence 

What models of decision making do panels use and how well do these 
work? 

Good evidence 

What proportion of applications and/or funding recommendations leverage 
new resources? 

Good evidence 

How successful are panels in ensuring all available grants are allocated? 
What are the barriers to doing so? 

Good evidence 

Grant funded activity (4) 

 

To what extent do the scrutiny 
mechanisms ensure funded 

projects/groups demonstrate the 
impact of funded activity? (4.1) 

What proportion of allocated grants are not collected by funded 
projects/groups? What are the reasons for this? 

Good evidence 

Do funded groups/projects provide sufficient evidence to the programme 
and their community about their funded activity (e.g. information/pictures for 
the Panel website)? 

Good evidence 

Do funded projects/groups complete the online monitoring form and submit 
this to CDF? How effective is the form as an assessment of the success of a 
funded project/group? 

Some evidence 
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Table 8.2 ---- Community First programme outcomes framework 

Key anticipated outcomes Research questions Extent of evidence 
collected 

Individual Outcomes – Panel members 
(5) 

Improved understanding of local issues, 
confidence to make decisions, develop 
technical skills, improved listening and 

communication skills (5.1) 
 

To what extent do panel members have a (better) understanding of 
local issues, actors and networks? 

Good evidence 

To what extent do panel members have confidence in their ability to 
make decisions on behalf of the community? 

Good evidence 

To what extent have the panel members developed technical skills 
required for managing and facilitating panel activities and decisions 
(e.g. reading comprehension, financial literacy, and IT skills)? 

Good evidence 

To what extent have the panel members developed/ improved 
listening and communication skills needed to collectively make 
decisions and support applicants? 

Good evidence 

Individual Outcomes – Grant applicants 
(6) 

Improved ability to apply for funding, 
awareness of other local activities, 
increase skills and capacity (6.1) 

 

To what extent do grant applicants feel better placed to seek and 
apply for funding? 

Good evidence 

To what extent does the local grant panel make grant applicants feel 
that their activities are a local priority?  

Some evidence 

To what extent does participation in the programme raise grant 
applicants’ awareness of other local activities and actors? 

Some evidence 

To what extent has participation in the programme increased the skills 
and capacity of grant applicants to develop and present their ideas for 
local activity? 

Good evidence 

Individual Outcomes – local residents 
(7) 

 
Local residents increase quality of life, and 

pride in local area (7.1) 

 

To what extent do local residents have Increased quality of life, 
positive feelings about the local area; pride in place? (Through 
more positive activities happening locally, reflecting locally-
defined priorities, that they feel they have good neighbours. 
Positive association of identity and place; rising well-being levels). Some evidence 

Community Outcomes (8)  

Increased community connectivity and 
community commitment from local people, 

improve capability of the community to 
self-organise (8.1) 

To what extent has the programme increased local community 
members’ positive perceptions of their area? Some evidence 

To what extent are there increased and strengthened social networks 
present in the local community? (Evidence of increased connections 
between individuals and organisations within and between different 
parts of the community) 

Some evidence 

To what extent is there a greater commitment from local community 
members to contribute to their local community?  (Increased 
commitment to take action, and a belief in one’s own ability to enact 
change in where you live) 

Some evidence 

To what extent is there a visible increase in the volume of community 
members contributing to the local community? (The number of 
projects, evidence of the number of people, families involved such as 
visuals relating to the involvement of the community) 

Some evidence 

Advocate for better services coming from authorities, evidence of 
assets coming into use, take-up of localism powers, new social 
enterprises starting. (Further examples including take up or activity 
linked to new community rights, neighbourhood plans, or community 
budgets) 

Limited evidence 
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Key anticipated outcomes Research questions Extent of evidence 
collected 

Regional / national outcomes (9) 

Strengthened social action networks, shift 
in decision making to communities and 
resources more effectively leveraged to 

meet community need (9.1) 
 

To what extent has government made different policy and funding 
decisions? (New policies announced, implemented; change in 
funding priorities; additional funding for community engagement 
activities) 

Limited evidence 

To what extent have panel members and grantees continued to 
self-organise and contribute to the local community beyond the 
lifetime of the programme 

Good evidence 
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8.4 Community First and Community Organisers 
potential overlap maps 

Figure 8.2 ---- North East 

 

Figure 8.3 ---- Yorkshire and the Humber 
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Figure 8.4 ---- North West 

 

Figure 8.5 ---- West Midlands 
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Figure 8.6 ---- East Midlands 

 

Figure 8.7 ---- East of England 
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Figure 8.8 ---- London 

 

Figure 8.9 ---- South East 
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Figure 8.10 ---- South West 
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