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How to carry out a community audit

Summary

	A community audit, or community profile, can provide a comprehensive picture of a neighbourhood, which will help shape its plans for the future. To succeed it must be done with and for a community – not just about it. This How To Do It document gives a practical introduction on how to carry out a community audit. It looks at the key stages – getting started on planning the audit, carrying it out, results and recommendations, reporting and, last but not least, acting on the results. 

 It emphasises the need to involve the community at every stage. It assumes a ‘hands-on’ approach, introduces some of the techniques you might use and gives information about other resources, which maybe of help. You can also use this How To Do It to help you decide whether to bring in outside help on some or all of the work, how to write a brief for that work and how to assess the bids you receive. 
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	What’s the issue?

	Fed up with surveys, reports, consultations?

A community profile or audit can be different from traditional research.

It is done with and for the community, paints a realistic picture and above all, leads to action.

You can use a profile to shape your own plans – and other people’s – to measure progress and to involve and empower people.

A typical community profile?
	Community profiling and community auditing are both terms used to describe an approach to building up a picture of an area, which places particular emphasis on the role of the community. Some past efforts may have got this kind of local research a bad name in your area. People may feel their voices have not been heard or that they have been saying what is wrong for years, to whoever asks, but with little result. Others may be fed up with reports that focus entirely on what is wrong and what is missing – your Partnership may be struggling to change an image which is all about crime, poor housing, or educational failure.

What makes a community audit or community profile different?

· It involves the community being studied, at all stages and in various different ways, so it is not just the subject of research led by people from outside.

· Although some profiles may have a narrower focus, a community profile is usually comprehensive and looks at a neighbourhood as a whole and not at problems in isolation.

· It looks at needs but also at strengths, resources and opportunities.

· It is not just about understanding the neighbourhood, it is about changing it! 
What makes a community audit or community profile useful?

New Deal for Communities and other neighbourhood renewal partnerships are required to gather baseline information – see the further information section of this How To Do It for details of guidance on this. There is also a How To Do It entitled ‘How To Use Baselines and Benchmarks’ with more information about gathering baseline information. There may not be time to carry out a full community audit when putting together initial baseline information about an area, but the techniques described here will be useful. This kind of baseline information can also be used as a foundation for a fuller profile later.

Neighbourhood renewal and regeneration partnerships can use community profiling to: 

· develop an overall strategy for the neighbourhood, and agree priorities for project development and funding, which are clearly based on a sound understanding of the area

· provide a benchmark against which progress can be measured and impact evaluated

· build awareness, support and involvement, skills and capacity as part of the Partnership’s wider commitment to community involvement 

· justify bids for funding, press for the allocation of more resources to the area or challenge the way services are delivered.

What might a community profile look like?

Community profiles vary enormously but you should expect to find:

· a summary - explaining why and how the audit was done, setting out key findings and saying what will be done as a result

· acknowledgements - recognising the help that many people have given to make the audit possible

· a list of contents - to help you find your way around the report 

· an introduction - giving more details about what has been done, why and how

· the main part of the report will be the profile of the area. This may be organised in various ways – for example:

· by issue – eg. health, education, crime, etc

· by perspectives– the concerns of women, or young people

· development over time – past, present and future

· by area – particularly if the audit area is large, it may be helpful to divide the information to cover smaller areas

This central part of the report is likely to include facts about the area, information about local concerns and opinions, maps and photographs. However the report may be organised, information about the area’s history, such as maps, old photographs and quotes from local people, will all help give a feel for the area

· conclusions and recommendations – which may take the form of an action plan

· appendices – these give more detail about how the work has been carried out, the resources used, people contacted, questionnaires, etc. This helps keep the main report clear and to the point, while giving people helpful information about how the profile has been prepared.




	
	How to…

	Start as you mean to go on – involve people before key decisions are made.

Be clear about your reasons for doing the audit, every other decision should be shaped by this.

Be realistic about timing.

Think about past, present and future needs and strengths, opportunities and threats.

Be clear about boundaries, how much the profile can cover and what your priorities are.

Think about how you will get all the information you need.

What you will do with it when you have it?

What resources will you need, at every stage?

Things that may help you at the planning stage.

Getting the ‘facts’

from the census and other sources

Statistics have pros and cons.

Tap into, and above all respect, what people living and working locally know and care about. 

Keep people informed.

Be thorough – and objective.

What can you tell by ‘just looking’?

Do you need a survey?

Who will do it? Should you use local interviewers?

You must make sure the team doing the work includes people who speak community languages.

You may want to carry out ‘in-depth’ interviews with individuals.

Meet with local organisations or organise special ‘focus’ groups.

You will need to record information and be clear and open about how you plan to use it.

Continue keeping people informed.

Making sense of the information involves

number crunching and spotting the issues.

What a final report is likely to include.

How to make it readable and convincing.

Draw conclusions based on the evidence 

Dealing with conflicts and setting priorities.

Acting on the results.

Evaluating the process.
	Stage one: getting started

You may have a ready-made group to work on this, in the Partnership, or one of its sub-groups, or you may need to create a new group (or open up an existing one) to oversee the work. The audit presents an opportunity to widen the involvement of local people and organisations in the process by talking to the local community about what should be done, and how. It is also a good time to think about getting those people involved who have the skills you are going to need or good access to information you can use. 

At the planning stage, you will need to think about:

Why you are doing the audit?

Is a lack of knowledge hindering your plans? Or is a lack of evidence weakening your arguments? Is the main purpose to inform your own action planning? Or do you need to provide information required by others? How important is it to you that the audit should develop local skills and widen community involvement? Knowing what you intend to use the profile for is crucial, it should guide every other decision.

When will it be done?

How urgent is it? If you need the information to get access to funding, or to decide how to spend money that has already been allocated, you will not want to delay. But you will need to be realistic about timing, thinking about the tasks involved and how long they will take. If you are planning to involve local people in carrying out work they have not done before, you will need to build in training time too. 

What will it include?

A community profile will include a description that gives a feel for the area and its history and detailed information about needs, resources, strengths, services and facilities. There should also be an attempt to look into the future. What changes, threats or opportunities lie ahead?

You will need to think about boundaries. Is it obvious where they should be drawn? How comprehensive should the profile be? Will it really try to cover every aspect of life in your area, or are there particular issues or groups on which it should focus, eg. crime, young people, or a particular ethnic minority group? 

The size and scope of what you aim to do will affect both timing and the resources you need.

How will it be done?

Perhaps the first issue to consider here is: ‘what information is already available and how easily can it be found?’ This will help make it clear what new information needs to be gathered and how this should be done. Is good statistical information available already? What are the gaps? How can you fill them? Will you need large surveys to find out basic facts about the area or other ways of canvassing local opinion? At this stage it is important not just to think about all the information you could possibly gather, but also about how you will make sense of the information when you get it, how you will present it, and how you will act on it.

The resources you need 

Here a lot will depend on whether you have funding and whether you plan to employ people, or hope to do all or most of the work yourselves. If you decide to bring people in they will need a clear brief and their work will need to be managed. If not, it will still help you to set out a clear plan for the work at an early stage. This will help you think about the skills and contacts you will need and the training that might be involved. Again, it is essential to think beyond collecting the information, to analysing and presenting it.

You may find you need help to think things through at this stage. Take a look at the next sections – on doing, reporting and acting on the audit - and at the further information section, for ideas. You may be able to contact people who have done something similar and learn from their experience. Or perhaps you can employ someone to take a look at existing information and advise you on how best to fill the gaps in order to meet your objectives? 

Stage two: carrying out the audit : using what’s available

The things that can be counted (sometimes called ‘hard’ data) are likely to be an important part of any profile and the chances are that at least some of the information you need has already been collected. Collecting new information takes a lot of time and effort, so it makes sense to use what is already there when you can. Good information sources are:

· Census 2001 - data from the 2001 census will soon be available via http://www.statistics.gov.uk/census2001 (you can also access to 1991 census information here). 

· Neighbourhood statistics – you can search by postcode on http://www.neighbourhood.statistics.gov.uk and find maps. Statistics and descriptions of areas.

· The local library, housing office and economic development department of the council (if it has one).

· People involved in the Partnership - they may have access to more specialised information about health, education, crime, housing, employment, poverty, etc.

A big advantage of statistics on unemployment, crime, etc is that many of them are collected in a similar way across the country and this allows you to compare your neighbourhood with others. They may be collected regularly, which makes them useful for measuring progress too (although sometimes the way that they are collected changes and affects this). 

The downside is that – unless you are very lucky – the information is not likely to be collected in a way that neatly fits your boundaries. Your area may be smaller than the area covered, or it may cross the boundaries of different areas about which you can get information. You will need to think carefully about using this information. You will also need to think about whether it is recent enough to be useful and whether it goes back far enough to show trends. When it comes to thinking about action, knowing whether the level of crime is going up or down in your area may be as important as knowing how your area compares with another. 

Statistics are by no means the only sort of information that will already be available and they are certainly not all you need. Remember: not everything that can be counted, counts, and not everything that counts can be counted. Tap into all sorts of local knowledge to build a complete picture. 

Annual reports, the minutes of meetings, local newspapers, school projects, photographs, videos – all sorts of things will tell you a lot about what matters to people locally. It is worth using all your local knowledge and contacts to seek out information. Not only will it save you time, respect for what has been done by others will go down much better than a ‘new broom’ attitude.

Letting people know

Before you set out to find out more about the area, you should think about publicity to let people know about the audit. However you do this, it should smooth your way if people are informed about what is going on. In some cases, it may help find volunteers or paid workers, locally.

Whatever methods you use, the key to success is to be careful, thorough and as objective as you can be and to pick a method that fits well with what you want to find out. Use your local knowledge – what sort of approach is likely to get a good response? Be practical – the aim is not the perfect profile, but a useful one, ready when you need it. Do you need facts to support your case or ‘soft data’ which is ideas, impressions and opinions which bring statistics to life and give them meaning?

Observation 

You can tell a lot about an area just by looking around at the general state of the streets and at how people are using local facilities or behaving in public places. Bear in mind:

· what you see is affected by the time of day, week and year 

· some parts of the neighbourhood are likely to be very familiar to you but try to bring a fresh eye and an open mind to this. 

· be systematic: organise walkabouts, use checklists, take photographs or make a video, for example. This can be a good opportunity to get people involved.

· walk round an estate with a tenants’ association or looking for volunteers to cover different parts of the area. 

· observe local meetings which will tell you something about what is going on and what people are concerned about.

Surveys
If you want to get a thorough, up-to-date picture about the local population, about how services are used, or about local opinions, for example, you may need a survey. Unless your area is tiny and your resources huge, you will not be able to survey everyone, so a sample must be chosen which should be as typical as possible of the population. You will need to decide on the type of survey. Surveys can be done on the doorstep or the street, or by post. Questionnaires need to be carefully designed to be as easy to complete as possible, with questions that are clear and specific. Leading questions will distort the results. General, muddled questions will get you general, muddled information. 

You may want to involve local residents, as interviewers, in carrying out a survey. This can open up some short-term employment opportunities and you may find that local interviewers are well received although people can be wary of talking to them about sensitive issues. People will need training and you will need to allow time for this and find trainers with the necessary expertise, who are skilled in working with residents. 

In communities with a diverse population it is essential that the interview team includes people speaking appropriate languages.

Interviews

You may also want to carry out more in-depth interviews to ensure you have the views of key individuals or organisations. Interviews can follow a standard questionnaire format or be much less structured. A good compromise is a ‘semi-structured’ interview, in which you make sure key questions are covered but give the interviewee plenty of opportunity to add their own comments. 

Talking to people in groups can also be a good way of looking at things in depth. You may want to go to existing groups as this will increase awareness of your profile as well as getting information and ideas. You could also bring people together for ‘focus groups’, which can be specially selected to be typical of the population, or to represent particular interests. 

Group discussions are useful for exploring what people think and can be helpful at various stages. Early on, a focus group could help you decide what to study in more depth. Later, it might act as a sounding board for your results and recommendations. The groups involved need to be quite small and, to work well, will need a trained or experienced facilitator. 

Of course, all the information you are gathering needs to be recorded, so you can make sense of it later. Survey answers may come on forms, but for interviews and group discussions, you will need to keep notes – or tape record sessions. You will need permission to do this and should also talk to people at this stage about how you plan to use the information. (Get their permission if you would like to quote them.) 

This is the part of the work that is likely to take longest and, although it should involve a lot of contact with people in the community, you will not reach everyone. So, it remains important to keep up awareness of what is going on, perhaps through newsletters and leaflets which explain what is being done and why. This should help ensure that, later, your results don’t appear to come out of the blue. 

Stage three: results and recommendations 

Only when you are clear about what you have found out can you decide what to do about it. So the next step is to get to grips with all the information you have – to analyse your data. 

How difficult this stage is will depend, of course, on how much information you have collected, and on the sort of information it is. 

In all cases, you will need to check for queries or errors that will otherwise cause confusion later.

If you have a lot of detailed information from a survey, you may well need specialist help and/or a specially designed computer programme to crunch the numbers. If you have detailed records of interviews and group discussions, you will need a way of drawing out important points and common themes. You might attach a number to certain issues, eg 1 for every mention of crime, 2 for references to local transport and so on (known as coding the data). Or simply use different coloured highlighters so you can easily see whether health issues or education, for example, crop up in every interview and compare what is said about them. 

You will need to judge how important a problem is, what the evidence says about it and whether there is agreement about how to tackle it. The frequency of responses will tell you whether there is a majority view about something, or whether a particular problem affects large numbers of people. ‘Cross-tabulation’ involves looking at whether opinions and concerns vary amongst the different people you have spoken to, eg women and men, young and older people, people living or working in the area. Does fear of crime, for example, seem to depend on age or gender? 

As the picture of your neighbourhood becomes clearer, so should the conclusions you will reach and the recommendations for action and change that will follow. If your proposals are going to have weight, you must ensure that they are well supported by evidence. However, your results will not always make it perfectly plain what needs to be done. It may be clear there are conflicts between different interests. It is unlikely you will be able to tackle all issues raised in the audit and absolutely certain that you won’t be able to do it all at once. So, you will need to think about whether, and how, conflicts can be resolved and about priorities. 

Your partnership may have a specific way of making decisions and may require a draft report to be considered by the Board. It is at this point you need to be formulating what results you will report back and whether to consider gaining wider awareness of these results. 

Stage four: reporting

A final report cannot include everything and, to be readable, the results should be presented in a clear, easy-to-access way.

As outlined above, the written report will include a detailed picture of the neighbourhood in question, acknowledgements, information about why the work was done, some explanation of how it was done and, of course, conclusions, recommendations and plans for action.

When deciding how to present the results, think about the audience and about the actions you hope will result from the audit:

· a summary report is useful – it will be cheaper to produce in large quantities and can focus attention on the main issues

· use charts, graphs and tables to make statistics plain and understandable

· stories, cartoons, photographs and quotes can all make a point

· printed reports are not the only way! Think about displays, leaflets and, above all, about talking to people about the audit results. This is essential if you are going to build support for what you decide to do next. Also you owe feedback to people who have helped you get this far. 

Stage five: acting on the results 

The next steps may be clear. The audit may have been done to inform your strategy for the area and you may have the organisation in place to deliver. But you may also need to win wider support. The completed audit can be a useful tool for your partnership, and for other local organisations, in their campaigns and funding applications. 

At this stage, you may need to think in much more detail about how to take particular ideas forward either by developing projects or influencing service providers. The profile might be the basis for a community conference where the next steps can be planned and where people can start to get involved in taking those steps. 

The group which has got things this far might consider its job done  so there must be clear, long-term ownership of the profile and its proposals if it is not going to end up on the shelf. 

 It may also be useful to evaluate the process (something you should plan for from the beginning), in order to be clear about the strengths of the audit, any limitations it might have, and any follow up work you might want to do to develop it.


	
	Actions summary

	Getting started 

Carrying out the audit

Results and recommendations

Reporting 

Acting on the results
Involve people at every stage
	· Planning the audit - think about objectives, research areas to be covered, methods to be used and timing and resources. 

· In-house or external experts decide - whether you will do most of the work or get in specialist help. Have a clear plan for every stage of the work and for how it will be managed.

· Research data - make good use of information already available and gather any new information you need through observations, surveys, interviews, group discussions, etc. Never lose sight of why you are collecting information or how you are going to make sense of it.

· Action plans based in evidence - make sense of the information in order to decide on the way ahead. Make sure your proposals for the future are clearly based on the evidence and be ready to deal with conflict and the need to set priorities.

· Presentation of results - think about your audience and present information in a way that makes it convincing and easy to understand. Think beyond written reports, use videos, displays and, above all, face to face discussions

· Use what you have found to shape your own plans and influence others. Make sure that there is continued ownership of, and commitment to, the action plan.

· At every stage, look for opportunities to involve the community being audited so it becomes a central part of it. 

· Research good ideas to help decide what should be done and how to do it.

· Bring external people in to manage the work.

· Involve local people (as volunteers or paid workers) in carrying out the work.

· Spread the word about what is going on before you start to gather information.

· Keep people informed as the work progresses.

· Report back before the profile is finalised, correct errors and check out your ideas for the future.

· Acknowledge any help you are given.

· Keep people involved as you move forward from understanding the neighbourhood to changing it.

	
	References and further information

	
	Key sources for this How To Do It were:

· Community Profiling: Auditing social needs. Murray Hawtin, Geraint Hughes and Janie Percy-Smith. Open University Press, 1994. A book, which includes practical advice on all aspects of community profiling.

· Community profiling: A guide to identifying local needs. Paul Burton. SAUS Publications, 1993. A short publication, also giving practical advice for all the stages of preparing a community profile.

Other references, publications and resources you may find helpful include: 

· The Community Planning Handbook. How people can shape their cities, towns and villages. Nick Wates, Earthscan Publications, 2000. Written from a planning perspective with a strong commitment to community involvement, the handbook includes an A-Z of community planning methods. This information can also be found on http://www.communityplanning.net.

· Learning Communities. A workbook for community facilitators who are working with communities to identify local needs and produce action plans for addressing those needs. Rural Development Council, 2001. 17 Loy Street, Cookstown, Northern Ireland, BT80 8PZ.

· You will also find information about community audits via http://www.ruralcommunitynetwork.org (search online publications where you will find resource fact sheets for community development practitioners, including one on community audits).

· Community Profile Resource Pack. Gil Long and Robin Tennant. Scottish Poverty Information Unit, Glasgow Caledonian Unit, Park Campus, Glasgow, G3 1LP. 1998. Includes suggestions and workcards for the various stages of community profiling, a guide to campaigning skills and an example of a community profile. 

· Participation works! 21 techniques of community participation for the 21st century. Produced by the New Economics Foundation and members of the UK Community Participation Network. Summaries of tools and techniques, including (brief) information on community profiling under the heading of community appraisal. www.neweconomics.org
· Focusing on citizens: a guide to approaches and methods. COSLA, 1998. Aims to encourage councils and other public bodies to look at new ways of involving the public. Includes summaries of key methods with comments on the pros and cons.

· Assessing community strengths. A practical handbook for planning capacity building. Steve Skinner and Mandy Wilson. Joseph Rowntree Foundation. Community Development Foundation Publications. 2002. This handbook is not about community profiles but may be of interest. Its focus is the community and voluntary organisations in an area, their aims and their needs. More information can be found via the Joseph Rowntree Foundation at http://www.jrf.org.uk/knowledge/findings
· Guidance – New Deal for Communities, Gathering Baseline Information, DETR, June 2000

There are software packages available. They are not tested but may be useful:

· Compass software offers help with questionnaire design, data processing and data analysis. Details from the Policy Research Unit, Leeds Metropolitan University, Tel. 0113 283 1749 or www.lmu.ac.uk/lbs/pri  Click on Compass Software or e-mail compass@lmu.ac.uk. (In September 1992, costs started at £95 for not-for-profit organisations)

· Village Appraisals – from the Countryside and Community Research Unit – www.glos.ac.uk/ccru Click on village appraisals (where you will find info about village appraisals as well as details of the software. (Cost £75 in September 2002)

For facts about your neighbourhood, try:

http://www.statistics.gov.uk/census2001
(where you can also get access to 1991 census information). 

http://www.neighbourhood.statistics.gov.uk where you can start to search by postcode and find maps, key statistics and descriptions of areas.
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