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THE 21ST CENTURY CITIZEN ð 

CIVIC ACTIVISM IN THE NORTH EAST REGION 

 

1. INTRODUCTION  
 

Why was this action research needed? 

 

In the winter of 2008-9, the North East Empowerment Partnership (NEEP) and the North East 

Improvement and Efficiency Partnership (NE IEP) ran a number of focus groups or Sounding 

Board  1events intended to raise awareness of the Communities in Control White Paper and 

assist the NEEP in agreeing priorities for its work programme. One of the most striking features 

of the Sounding Boards was that Standing for Office  was consistently rated the lowest (2% 

share of the vote) of all the 7 White Paper priorities across all those participating in the focus 

groups. Publication of the 2008 Place Survey2 during 2009 showed that the National Indicator 3 

(NI 3) score for the North East Region (% who have been involved in decisions that affect their 

local area in the past 12 months) was the lowest  of all the English R egions at 11.6%.  

 

Given the significance afforded to standing for office and civic activism in the Communities in 

Control White Paper, this research offers an important opportunity to explore what the barriers 

to civic activism are in the region and what the NEEP can do to support stakeholders who are 

tasked with increasing, and more importantly, widening participation in local decision making. 

 

In summary, the evidence of need for this research is based on : 

 

o The priority given to standing for office and civic activism in the Communities in Control 

White Paper  

 

o The community empowerment ambitions set out in the Local Government White Paper 

Strong and Prosperous Communities, the Local Government and Public Involvement in Health 

Act and the need to reinvigorate democracy and civic participation laid out Governance of 

Britain Green Paper  

 

o NEEP & NE IEP commissioned Sounding Board  events where Standing for Office  was 

consistently rated the lowest of all the 7 White Paper priorities across all the groups who took 

part  

 

o The NEEP (2009) commissioned report Stronger Communities: understanding NI 1 and NI 

4 in the north east region 3 which identified loss of confidence in the political process for 

                                         
1
 NEEP & RIEP/Greer 2009 

2
 http://www.communities.gov.uk/publications/corporate/statistics/placesurvey2008 

3
 NEEP/Greer 2009 
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achieving change as a major challenge for those in the region committed to engaging and 

empowering citizens in the political process and civic activism  

 

o The 2008 Place Survey NI 3  score for the North East Region which is the lowest of all the 

English Regions at 11.6% 

 

o The July 09 Citizenship Survey  which shows a minimum percentage point drop in civic 

participation across all types of civic activity (apart from civic activism which remains the same 

(low) at 10%)  

 

o Leading Lights -research into the role of Councillors and third sector representatives in 

community leadership 4 (Urban Forum April 09) which found that almost 50% of research 

participants felt there was little or no engagement with Councillors and the community they 

serve with almost 75% believing Councillors only represent a particular section of their 

community. One of the recommendations of this report is that Councillors need a better 

understanding of participative democracy 

 

o The Local Government Association National Census of Local Authority Councillors  2008 

which found that only 13% of Councillors are under 45 

 

The learning from this NEEP commissioned research will contribute to improved stakeholder 

performance against NI 3 and NI 4 which are the key national performance indicators for 

community empowerment. The rationale for the research is based on the findings of earlier 

NEEP research on NI 4 and the regionõs performance against NI 3 which suggests this is an 

essential and fruitful area for further investigation. 

 

2. THE AIMS &  OBJECTIVES OF THE RESEARCH 

 

The aim of this research was to establish why we in the north east are less likely to engage in 

civic activism than in the other English regions and to identify the barriers to standing for office 

in a political or voluntary capacity.  

 

The research outputs  will offer stakeholders an insight  into public perceptions of civic 

participation which will help them target resources and recruitment more efficiently and 

effectively based on an informed understanding of the barriers to participation and a 

consideration of how these can be overcome 

 

The intended research outcomes  are those individual citizens, particularly those who have not 

previously stood for community off ice and young people  and, are more likely  to engage in 

civic activism the north east than previously where action is taken to reduce barriers to 

participation. The research findings will inform the development of effective and efficient 

strategies by those seeking to recruit office holders who can represent the needs and interests 

of their communities and will thereby contribute to improved NI 3 and NI 4 performance. 

 

                                         
4 http://www.urbanforum.org.uk/files/ufpublic/leading_lights_2009_04.pdf 

 

http://www.urbanforum.org.uk/files/ufpublic/leading_lights_2009_04.pdf
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3.  RESEARCH DESIGN & METHODOLOGY 

 

The research aimed to look at three dimensions of standing for office which would be of 

particular interest to NEEP and its stakeholders: 

 

o What the barriers are to participation in local democracy by those who have not held office 

before, including consideration of the  barriers encountered by young people who are 

significantly  under-represented as elected Councilors, and minority or marginalised 

communities in our region 

 

o What the barriers are to standing for first-time office as a community representative on the 

Board or management committee of a local third sector organisation or group at a time 

when third sector expansion into social care and other markets will increase demand for 

effective governance 

 

o Whether there are any local factors which particularly impact on willingness to stand for 

office in our region  

 

Methodology  

 

o Desk research and literature review ðpage 28 

  

o Baseline research detailing the barriers to civic participation across the region through an 

electronic survey  

 

o Sounding Board/Focus Group discussion with target groups: young people, individual  

citizens, Councillors and the VCS 

 

o Semi-structured 1-1 interviews with stakeholders in all 12 Local Authority areas in the region  

 

o The quantitative and qualitative data from the baseline research will be used to develop a 

ôbusiness caseõ which is most likely  to encourage the target groups to participate in civic 

life. 

 

o A Final Report with recommendations for NEEP  

 

Ethics  

All participants were briefed about the research verbally and in writing and assured that 

information gathered from their interviews and focus groups would remain confidential, 

although many were happy to speak on the record. Contributions have been anonymised for the 

purposes of this report and no real names have been used. Each participant will receive a copy 

of the report. 

 

 

Scope 

There were 250 research participants in total including. Time and resources did not permit the 

selection of a representative sample which is why equalities data was not collected. The 
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intention was rather to maximise the networking capability of the NEEP and demonstrates how 

NEEP is acting on stakeholder feedback and contributing to the capacity of our region to 

improve and develop civic activism as well as performance against NI 3 and NI 4   

 

4.  TARGET GROUPS FOR THE RESEARCH  

 

The intention of the research was to built on excellent working relationships already established 

through the NEEP Sounding Boards and other stakeholder networks to support the intelligence-

gathering phase of the research and build ownership and commitment to the research process 

and its findings.  

 

The main target groups  for the research were : 

 

o individual citizens and younger people who have not previously stood for office 

o Voluntary and Community Sector (VCS) organisations seeking to recruit new people to their 

Boards or Management Committees 

o Elected Council Members 

o Regional/local organisations of/for young people  

 

The main target audience  for the research outputs ( desk research, findings, business case, final 

report and recommendations) are NEEP and its stakeholders including VONNE, GO NE, RIEP, 

CDF,  DCLG, Local Authorities, Councillors,LINKs, VCS infrastructure organisations, VCS groups 

and individual citizens considering standing for office NEEP partners & stakeholders with an 

interest in contributing to improved performance against NI 3 and NI4 

 

5. GETTING THE LANGUAGE RIGHT 

 

One of the first people to be interviewed highlighted the importance of this research 

distinguishing between ôcivicõ engagement and ôcivilõ engagement. She felt that there was 

confusion among policy makers about this and that the two are often conflated or used 

interchangeably when they are in fact quite distinct. For the purposes of this report, the 

definitions used are taken from the NCVO5 report (2005) Civil renewal and active citizenship-a 

guide to the debate which explores these issues in more detail.   

 

By civil engagement we mean people connecting with, and contributing to, the development 

of policies and governance eg through user panels, citizens juries, volunteer governors, non-

executive board members and advisory groups. 

 

By civic engagement  we mean public participation in the process of governance, and the 

development of active and empowered communities which facilitate policy-making. Civic 

engagement  is the focus of this action research.   

 

 

                                         
5
 http://www.ncvo-

vol.org.uk/sites/default/files/UploadedFiles/NCVO/Publications/Publications_Catalogue/Sector_Research/civil_renewal_active_citizenship.pdf 
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6. HEADLINE FINDINGS  

 

The hypothesis for this research was that the low priority afforded to standing for office is the 

result of a growing disaffection and mistrust of representative democracy coupled with an 

approach to promoting participation in civic life which is outdated and needs modernising to 

appeal to 21st century citizens. The research also aimed to establish whether there were any 

local factors which particularly impact on willingness to stand for office here in the north east. 

 

The òmyth of apat hyó 

One of the focus group participants talked about òthe myth 

of apathyó ð meaning that citizens are far from apathetic 

about things that matter most to them. Indeed, the feelings 

most commonly expressed during the research were 

frustration and anger rather than apathy. Where cynicism 

and disenchantment were expressed, they were usually 

associated with repeated failed attempts to bring about 

change and social justice in communities plus a sense of 

being thwarted by those who were elected (councillors) or 

being paid to act on their behalf (officers). 

 

The lively level of informed debate and discussion which took place during the research 

suggests that that citizens are far from apathetic and have many ideas about how civic 

engagement could be improved. The popular Hexham Debates 6 for example suggest there is 

an appetite for citizen debate on issues which matter to them and this was reinforced many 

times over by respondents of all ages who said they wanted a focus on local issues, not party 

politics. 

The overwhelming message from the research was that 

there is little faith in representative democracy to achieve 

anything other than maintain the status quo; faith will 

only be restored when democracy is seen to achieve real 

change based on the interests of communities rather 

than those of political parties. Until then, citizens see 

community action outside the established system as the 

most effective means of making a difference on what 

matters most. 

 

Party politics  

The major barrier to standing for office by a considerable 

margin was party politics  allied to a particular distaste 

for what was described as the adversaria,l òmachoó and 

paternalistic culture of party politics in the region. 

 

The research demonstrated that citizens are interested in 

issues but not the traditional systems and structures of 

democracy which seem intent on thwarting and frustrating them and many felt that the only 

                                         
6
 http://nfpb.gn.apc.org/hexdeb10.html 

What matters most is safer, cleaner 

streets, something for young 

people to do, decent public 

transport and respect...not the 

bear-garden that is party 

politics...we want values, not 

slogans 

 

Within the party at my particular 

council, it is very much an 'old boy' 

network and the labour councillors 

in particular, I feel, do not live 

authentic relationships with each 

other, least of all with their 

constituents. They are arrogant in 

that they expect to be elected as it 

is a labour stronghold and because 

of this they are in it to fulfil their 

own needs and partake of the 

'gravy train.' I would not wish to be 

part of this. 
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answer was to remove party politics altogether at local 

level. Many felt that the party political system worked 

against those who wished to stand as an Independent and 

that the Cabinet system left some Councillors without any 

real voice or influence on decisions affecting their  

communities   

 

Costs  

The second highest barrier was a perception of the 

amount of time which would be required to stand for 

office - this was validated by office holders themselves- 

plus the other costs associated with standing for office-

not just financial but in terms of costs to family, social and 

community life as well as to careers and employment 

prospects. 

 

One participant took time out of full-time 

education and used all her savings to stand for 

office; another described how she had to give up 

her job to stand and then found herself 

unemployed when she was unsuccessful; another 

could only stand for office having received a 

legacy with which to fund his campaign   

 

The ôusual suspectsõ and the ôold boy network õ 

A frequently-cited barrier to standing for office 

was a belief that civic life is populated by ôthe 

usual suspectsõ and run by the ôold boy networkõ 

meaning that the same faces and cliques turn up 

over and over again in civic roles and that anyone who doesnõt fit in will either be swiftly 

assimilated or marginalised to the point of opting out altogether. The stereotype of the average 

north east Councillor as an òelderly white male of a labour political persuasionó is strong, as is 

the paternalism associated with this described by one participant as òdonõt worry dear weõll look 

after you.ó 

 

The long shadow of the past ð culture, skills and confid ence  

One of the most thought provoking elements of the research was the discussion about why 

people in the North East would be less likely to be involved in civic activity than the other 

English regions. Very few participants were surprised by the NI 3 result and there were some 

interesting theories and ideas about how and why north east culture might militate against 

broader participation in civic life.  

 

Some of these theories centred on the lack of skills and confidence to stand for office, mainly 

attributed to lower levels of aspiration and attainment associated with the closure of the 

regionõs traditional industries, unemployment and deprivation. One participant attributed the 

lack of willingness to stand for office to òResidual ôOld Labourõ attitudes in many communities 

I have volunteered and find myself sitting 

next to extremely well paid officials from 

local authorities, government 

organisations and Councillors and have 

offered the same (sometimes more) input 

to meetings. I have had to wait more than 

3 months for reimbursement of my travel 

expenses and have had no other expenses 

reimbursed. This is appalling. 

 

 

I have no political affiliation and it 

is clear that election to office is, in 

an overwhelming majority of cases, 

influenced by which party the 

candidate belongs. This has even 

been the case in the recent town 

council and parish elections in 

Northumberland. I believe that 

public office at this level should be 

about correctly serving the local 

community and not adhering to 

political agendas.  
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which mean that there is a tendency to see people as bosses or underlings, with no reason, 

opportunity or incentive to cross the boundaries.ó 

 

One participant felt that for many in the region, trade union involvement (now diminished) had 

been an important route to developing the skills and confidence to participate in civic life, 

another that we have a smaller middle class than other regions and are therefore less confident 

about putting ourselves forward. One participant felt there is a lot of insularity in the north east 

and that òpeople do not want to cross bridges.ó She felt that Councillors and council workers have 

typically lived and worked in the same place for a long period and therefore lack experience of 

how things are done in other places. Her idea was that Councillors should be moved around the 

region from time to time to widen their experience She also thought that the attempt to set up 

the first regional assembly in the north may have given local people the impression that the 

north was not wanted and that Westminsterõs agenda was not to give them more power but 

rather to shove them away.  

 

This was coupled with an over-dependency on public sector employment in the region which 

leads to less entrepreneurialism. This was beautifully summed up by one respondent as:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The underlying assumption is that there is no point in taking the 

initiative. Those that do frequently complain about having the 

life squashed out of innovation by the dead hand of the public 

sector's aversion to risk 
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7. THE SURVEY QUESTIONS  

 
Have you considered standing for office as a Parish or County/Borough 

Councillor?  

 

The majority of respondents (65%) had not  considered standing for elected 

office at Parish, Town or County/Borough level. 

 

When asked what the main barriers to them standing for office there were a number of 

consistent themes 

 

1. The significant amount of time they perceived would be involved and that it would impact 

negatively in other areas of their life; people with children, caring commitments and/or jobs 

were particularly likely to feel unable to get involved 

       

2. Intense dislike and mistrust of the party political system and the need to toe a party line, 

particularly where it would clash with genuine community interest  

 

3. A significant number of respondents either did not know how to get involved or how to find 

out what is involved-lack of information was cited many times; there also seems to be a lack 

of role models to encourage people who are under-represented to get involved ðrace, 

gender, age and sexuality were all mentioned, as were stereotypes of Councillors are older, 

retired white males  

 

4. Perceptions of it as a òclosed shopó, òold boy networkó and run by cliques who donõt welcome 

those different to themselves or who wish to challenge the status quo 

 

5. Belief that they could make more of a difference in their local community outside the political 

process 

 

6.  Perceptions of corruption, vested interests, self interest and arrogance on the part of 

politicians  

 

When asked whether if these barriers were addressed, respondents would be more likely to 

stand for office, a resounding 77% said YES -suggesting that there is considerable scope for 

raising awareness of the possibility of standing for office as well as a positive return from 

investment in tackling barriers to participation.  

 

Have you had any active contact with your Parish,  Borough or County 

Councillor in the last year?  

 

50% of respondents had active contact with a Councillor in the previous year 

which was higher than anticipated by the research. Unfortunately the relatively 

high levels of contact do not translate into confidence in local democracy as a 

process for achieving positive change. Only 3.3% said they were very confident, 

31% had some confidence, 44% had  low or no confidence with the remaining 21% neutral.  
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Levels of confidence in Councillors to represent all section of their communities were even lower 

with 70% of respondents having little or no confidence in this  and only 1.7% were very 

confident  

 

The 2008 Census of Local Authority Councillors 2008 found that only 13% 

of Councillors are under the age of 45. How could participation be widened 

to interest more young people?  

 

Responses to this question fell into two broad categories: how to encourage 

people under 45 who may be working or have young families to get involved 

and how to encourage those in their teens and early twenties to participate. Ideas for widening 

participation were wide-ranging, thought provoking and insightful and demonstrate that there 

is no shortage of ideas which could be tried ð people just need to be asked the question. 

 

There was a recognition that for the under 45s, standing for elected office would be competing 

with the many demands of family and working life and may simply not be a priority. Unless this  

is tackled however, the familiar stereotype of Councillors as older, retired males -which is 

putting people off -will never be changed thus reinforcing the status quo. One interviewee 

suggested developing a job-sharing approach, which occurs in the Scottish Parliament, would 

be helpful in making standing for parliament more family friendly. Other suggestions ranged 

from less meetings during the day and/or paid time off to participate in meetings, help with 

child care through to salaried Councillors and less onerous workloads, positive approaches to 

explaining how people of working age CAN get involved. 

 

òPeople are fed up with volunteering per se - it has become second-hand for being exploited. 

People need to earn money for the things they do and young people are finding it very difficult 

with huge student debt and expensive housing etc. Also, there's still an issue for young people 

about sticking your hand up - in a class-room bright kids (especially lads) just keep their heads 

down so as not to get noticed and bullied.ó 

 

The 2008 Place Survey found that of all the English regions,  people in the 

North East were LEAST likely to be involved in civic activity of any kind in 

the last year.  Please comment on why you think this might be.  

  

The vast majority of respondents expressed little or no surprise at this finding.  

Selections of responses are provided here to illustrate the flavour of the debate:  

 

òLong term dependency and heavy monopoly of the public sector in all forms of community life 

pushes grass roots activism into the long grass. Public sector is also one of the largest employers. 

There is a sense that people feel the monopoly, shrug and leave them to get on with it. The 

underlying assumption is that there is no point in taking the initiative. Those that do frequently 

complain about having the life squashed out of innovation by the dead hand of the public sector's 

adversity to risk.ó 

 

ò...there seems to be research galore about lower levels of aspiration and attainment in deprived 

communities and here in the North East we have a disproportionate number of these. Civic activity 

comes in many forms and not necessarily in the sense of being a Councillor. There are many and 
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various kinds of social networks operating in the North East that enhance and bring the benefits of 

'social capital'. Unfortunately, deprivation indices still show poorer outcomes across a range of 

quality of life indicators for North East communities. There are many reasons why people choose 

to involve themselves in civic activity ranging from a sense of duty to a sense of self-

aggrandisement. I do not know why we should be any different to elsewhere in the country!ó 

 

òSeveral reasons including: entrenched politicians so little hope of change; a sense of hopelessness 

engendered by longstanding poverty; lack of education; lack of positive role models; lack of 

knowledge; lack of confidence; lack of support to get involved; long working hours; general apathy 

caused by several of above; lack of support for VCS organisations; poor history of volunteering in 

area; lack of big vision - people tend to relate only to their very local area; difficulty in being 

accepted as a volunteer; lack of volunteering opportunities; learned helplessness; dependency 

culture created by poor politics and policies; lack of trust in organisations, politicians etc.ó 

 

òA lot of us don't feel like we are part of England. In my own work I have articulated this and been 

met with varying degrees of disbelief and/or annoyance. The NE is geographically isolated. Just 

look at the A1. What does that say about our national standing. People up here need to feel more 

connected with the wider UK. Westminster is a long way from the Tyne and the Wear.ó 

 

òOn the 'left' of political divides the decline of the Co-operative Movement & the Trades Union 

Movement cannot have helped. In traditionally more 'right wing' areas of society a sharp decline in 

a 'public service ideal/obligation' does not help. There is also the rather 'bitter' nature of some of 

what goes on at local level to consider. The legal constraints on the 'Planners' preventing them 

from throwing out schemes which neither they nor the populace like, and contra wise throwing out 

schemes which are 'popular' but fail to 'tick the boxes' probably has some effect. There is a further 

difficulty in very mixed communities where there are 'high powered' residents who havenõt the 

time to participate &  some of the most able sections of the community find their views 

disregarded.ó 

 

òIs there not involvement in community volunteering? I think people in NE have a strong 

community identity and often get involved as volunteers, but see standing for office as something 

different, perhaps more for the middle classes (in rural areas and suburbs) or the union/old mining 

fraternity in the more industrial parts.ó 

 

òFurthest from the centre of power. Civic activity had roots in industrial power of 19th and first half 

of 20th centuries. Decline of traditional heavy industries after the 1960s removed the building 

blocks of power & confidenceó 

 

òPeople in the NE have been at the mercy of power and politics for decades -witness the notorious 

Category D policy of disinvestment in Co Durham.ó 

 

òBecause we have profound problems across the region and people are struggling to survive often 

on a daily basis. Because the systems are top down and not bottom up.  Because there is a level of 

male domination and patriarchy that defies belief.  Because meetings are often at times when 

women are busy doing other things with families and caring rolesó. 
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Our research in 2009 suggests that volunteering to stand for office of any 

kind is a low priority across a wide range of the groups we surveyed.  Please 

comment on why you think this might be  

 

Again, selections of responses are provided here to illustrate the flavour of the 

debate:  

 

Most of the best and most motivated people are the busiest people. Anecdotal feedback suggests 

that, when looking at options for getting involved and making a difference, public service comes 

low on the list because it doesn't make a difference, there are too many procedural barriers, new 

input is unwelcome and there is a stifling bucket load of legislative tape to get through before any 

kind of impact can be achieved. So, lack of opportunity or encouragement to achieve anything I 

guess. 

 

Possibly because it is so unattractive to be involved in politics what with illegal wars, illegal claim 

expenses, hidden agendas etc why would you want to get involved in it? When the system is about 

genuinely helping local people and all elected persons genuinely are interested in working 

together without the agendas then maybe I would be interested 

 

Because there is little perceived reward for the task itself. Councillors take a lot of criticism and to 

be fair, they don't have a lot of say in what really goes on within the council - they just like to 

think they do. I think generally people have busy lives and don't have the time to commit - and 

frankly, who would want to sit in boring meetings all day long going nowhere? I think you really 

have to have an interest in politics to cope with that. Those of us who are more interested in the 

public try to make a difference in other ways such as volunteering. 

 

Perhaps I can comment by referring to the New Deal for Communities programmes in the North 

East, in particular Newcastle. Given access and control over £55 million over a ten year period beat 

the pants off any u-decide type initiatives doing the rounds. With locally elected residents in the 

majority on a partnership board that included key agency representatives and local Councillors it 

was an exercise in democracy for real. Local people, showing no political party allegiance, gave up 

significant amounts of their time and mental energy to working with staff, partners and the 

community to make a difference to their local neighbourhoods - their friends, family and 

neighbours. They went through the 'forming' and 'storming' period again and again as they 

sought to learn new ways of doing things and as their membership was refreshed at yearly 

elections. They also matured as an organised group of local people becoming better at 'norming' 

and 'performing'. For the majority of residents in the North East such an opportunity to be involved 

in the nitty gritty o f decision-making and service delivery in their communities will be light years 

from the reality. Power is hoarded and protected carefully by those who have it and the NDC 

experiment was a rare and wonderful opportunity to really give power to local communities. Was 

such an approach to be learnt from, built upon, and rolled out across the region? Did Local 

Authorities, the Police, PCTs etc pool their budgets for geographical area and allocate a specific 

proportion of it  to be spent through NDC-type forums? It did not  - and opportunities for holistic 

neighbourhood management and community involvement in shaping at least some of their living 

environment remains an arms length fantasy at best. To stand for office and have any real say in 

decision making means party membership and a long apprenticeship before standing a chance of 

getting anywhere near the decision-making levels (your party needs to be in power - you need to 
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be in favour). Wanting to make a difference is not the same as wanting show allegiance to those 

political parties that have historically gained pole position in our first past the post voting system. 

If you want to belong to a club - fine. If you want to make a difference 'Councillorship' does not 

seem to have the answers. 

 

Feels like "jobs for the boys", many 'old style' labour views prevail. Council meetings all about 

scoring points against political parties and doesn't feel like the real world. Decisions made by 

senior council officials and endorsed by longstanding, experienced politicians so doesn't feel that 

as lone voice could make change to that 

 

One thing which would encourage wider,  more representative range of new 

people to stand for office?  

 

There were a lot of interesting ideas and suggestions but the main themes were 

getting rid of party politics, the need for transparency, the need for positive and 

more diverse role models and positive examples of local democracy in action, 

more information & pro-active approaches, improved rewards, recognition and incentives, less 

meetings and red tape, tasters, mentors, and removing the ôold guardõ 

 

How can those trying to find new people to stand for office best reach new 

recruits? Please tick as many as apply.  

 

The most effective methods were felt to be community venues and the local 

press. Outreach was felt to be key and word of mouth was also rated highly. The 

most popular method omitted from the tick list in the Survey was the use of 

social networking site. As one respondent put it òFacebook, Twitter, YouTube, MySpace etc. 

that's what people o f all ages are looking at these daysó. Another talked about the success 

of cause- based viral campaigns such as the Facebook campaign to save Bishop Auckland 

Hospital. 

 

Other ideas included - use of creative methods such as theatre, music, visual arts, festivals; 

residents associations; schools & colleges; dedicated website for civic activity volunteering 

linked to third sector and LA sites; shadowing of existing councils by school or college members, 

participatory budgeting; information sent out with electoral register. 

 

Other comments included òBeing consulted like this makes me think about the topicó and òall of 

the above are not dissimilar to techniques for involving so called hard to reach groups. The thing 

that needs to be 'found' is a reason to make it meaningful and worthwhile in the first placeó. 

 

òNot enough acknowledgement that groups need to be as diverse as possible and cover all genders 

and population groups, in many cases only the wealthy and those who do not work are able to 

fully participate in councils at both county and parish level. Also within unitary authorities, such as 

Northumberland, there is a feeling that councils are being pressurised into taking control of 

functions that they do not have either the expertise or funding, such as toilets, play areas, seats etc. 
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Would you be more likely to stand for office on the Board/ management 

committee of a local charity or community group than as a Councillor?  

 

The good news for the VCS is that almost 70% of participants said they were  

more likely to stand for office in a charity or community group than as a 

Councillor which suggests there may be considerable reservoir of untapped 

talent. The sector will however need to overcome its reliance on word of mouth if it is to make 

the most of this willingness to get involved   

 

THIRD SECTOR SURVEY QUESTIONS  

 

Are you experiencing difficulties in recruiting NEW volunteers to your 

Board or management committee?  

 

Just under half of the small group of respondents said they were experiencing   

difficulties in recruiting new volunteers for their Boards and management 

committees with the main barriers identified as time and the responsibilities 

involved, including financial and other liabilities. Lack of skills, confidence and training for the 

role were also identified as barriers and this was borne out by feedback from Sounding Board 

Groups and 1-1 interviewees. Perhaps unsurprisingly, respondents felt that if these barriers were 

addressed then more people would be likely to get involved although 22% were unsure if this 

would in fact make a difference.  

 

The 2008 Place Survey found that of all the English regions,  people in the 

North East were LEAST likely to be involved in civic activity of any kind in 

the last year.  Please comment on why this might be.  

 

As with the individual citizen Survey, there was little surprise expressed at this 

finding with reasons offered including perceptions that  office holders are 

predominantly white,male & middle class, that office holders generally operate in cliques, that  

active citizens  donõt necessarily see what they do as ôvolunteeringõ and a reluctance to put 

oneself forward 

 

Does your Board/committee have a plan/strategy to broaden participation 

in its work,  including those considering standing for office for the first  time 

or who may be under -represented?  

 

About two thirds of respondents said that they did have a strategy to widen 

participation in their Boards work,however this was not supported by consistent 

approaches to the collection of equalities monitoring data about Board membership or the    

apparent reliance on word of mouth to recruit new Board members which is unlikely to increase 

diversity. When asked what would encourage more young people to join a Board or 

management committee responses centred on meetings being much more engaging, 

participative and empowering and educating young people about how they can make a 

difference. It was encouraging to hear that all respondents routinely reimbursed volunteers' out 

of pocket expenses (eg travel) however it may well be that this is not as widely publicised to new 
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recruits as it might be and the VCS could be more explicit about this, rather than perhaps 

assuming it is understood  

 

How do you try to find NEW volunteers to stand for office?  

 

From the perspective of widening participation, increasing diversity and 

encouraging first-time office holders, it was disappointing to find that the 

traditional reliance on word of mouth to recruit new office holders still 

predominates. Using word of mouth and existing board members outstripped 

other methods by a significant margin with the use of newsletters also popular. It was 

interesting that the use of local infrastructure groups such as CVSõs and LDA were low by 

comparison.   

 

Times have changed & whereas a generation ago a firm or partnership might have felt honoured 

if one its employees or members held public office it is now perceived as burdensome. Moreover, 

after almost 30 years experience of School Governance, I am painfully aware of how the personal 

burden/liability has  increased &, whilst the job remains worthwhile, something which was once 

quite 'fun' is now a worry. 
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7. FEEDBACK FROM FOCUS GROUPS & INTERVIEWS 

 
This section of the report details the key themes and messages emerging from the focus groups 

and interviews with the key target groups and highlights the helps and hindrances in each case 

to standing for office  

 

7.1 INDIVIDUAL CITIZENS 

 

This strand of the research focussed on the barriers to individual citizens in communities across  

the region standing for elected office. Whilst the majority of participants hadnõt stood for office 

before, a few had at an earlier point in the lives; most of this group said their experience meant 

they wouldnõt stand for office again or that they believed they could be more effective in 

achieving change outside the constraints of representative democracy.  

 

Barriers  

The greatest barrier to standing for elected office by a long margin was party politics - 

variously described as òtoxicó and òtreating ordinary citizens with contempt ó; the second greatest 

barrier was perceptions (and real experience) of the amount of time involved   

 

Others included 

The adversarial nature of local democracy  

o Lack of faith in existing system 

o Existing system is not designed to support working people to participate in civic life 

o Demands, expectations-both from electorate and parties and Council Officers 

o òPetty jealousiesó in-fighting & apathy 

o Cabinet system which means Councillors are more divorced from their communities 

o Lack of welcome as a citizen at a council meetings  

o The personal financial burden & costs of 

campaigning  

o Perceptions that there are always favoured 

candidates, often the ôold boy networkõ 

o Any independent-minded Councillors will be over-

ruled 

o Defensive responses to citizens by Councillors have 

led them to believe that they will have to fight for 

everything they believe in 

 

What would help?  

o Get public representation or community leaders on Area Action Partnerships (AAPs)ðone 

participant asked if there was any performance management measure for this 

o County-wide meetings for community reps on AAPs 

o Abolish majority rule 

o Donõt hold ôsurgeriesõ - be more visible at very local level-Councillors should come to 

citizens, not the other way round 

o Offer concrete examples of where local people HAVE been listened to  

o More evening meetings 

I went to an open Council meeting 

straight from work at 6.30 pm. 

There were some sandwiches on a 

tray. I was told off for eating them 

as they were for ôCouncillors onlyõ. I 

didnõt go back  
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The Prevent Strategy:  

A Guide for Local Partners in 

England Stopping people 

becoming or supporting terrorists  

recognises that there is a lack of trust 

in political structures and that 

individuals may lack confidence in 

the ability of British governance and 

to represent their interests 

and those of the communities with 

which they identify. 

o Organise around communities of interest rather than ward boundaries 

o Paid time off from work and having it recognised as a valid development opportunity  

o 3 year term limits which will force the need for succession planning & old hands to give up 

their seats 

o Reinvent politics as community action 

o Learn the rules of engagement & understand the systems 

o Engage  at an appropriate level for people 

o Focus on issues, not parties   

o Backbenchers having a more pro-active role-it can be boring if youõre not in the Cabinet 

o Support the electorate to untangle the national and local agenda 

o Smaller Wards-Boundary committee need to revist these & make them more manageable ð

one example given was a Ward with 4300 residents between 3 Councillors 

o Easily accessible ,jargon free information on HOW to stand for office 

o More independent Councillors and infrastructure to support them 

o Scrap party political system up to County level 

 

7.2 YOUNG PEOPLE 

 

This strand of the research was undertaken with regional and local organisations working 

with/for young people and with young people themselves. For full feedback see Appendix Two. 

A question about engaging young people in standing for office was also included as a question 

in the research with the other target groups and is reported here. 

 

Barriers  

o The agenda is too adult orientated and young people donõt see relevance to them. One 

participant described a consultation with young people where òadults came to talk not to 

listenó 

o Not understanding what politicians or parties actually stand for & how representative 

democracy works  

o Belief they canõt change anything  

o Councillors who use youth councils to tick boxes 

o òToothlessó youth parliaments  

 

What would help?  

Much wider use of technology including online 

consultation, electronic voting, social networking, twitter, 

blogs. Facebook was mentioned by young people in 

particular   

 

o Engaging on issues rather than on party politics and on 

issues which matter to young people ð regularly cited 

examples included the environment, public transport, 

stop the war, rural issues and tackling extremism (see 

sidebar) 

o Promote volunteering for office as a route back into 

employment 

o Taking the debate to them: òpolitics & pizzaó   
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o Skilling up young people to advise on barriers to engaging young people - Young Advisers 7 

are young people aged between 15 and 21, who show community leaders and decision 

makers how to engage young people in community life, regeneration and renewal. The 

Young Advisers Charity  has been running some seminars (all sold out) which offer: 

Á An understanding the national context of youth engagement  

Á Youth-led research on barriers and enablers to young people's empowerment 

Á Practical tools and support for the engagement of young people 

Á Learning about Young Advisers 

o Issue ðbased youth forums or agenda days òpolitics & pizzaó on issues which directly 

impact on young people 

o More  young people not the same  young people involved  

o Paying young people for their time and contribution 

o Participation doesnõt  have to be absolute-itõs ok to do what you can, come when you can, 

build involvement from the bottom up, 

o Build respect, treat as equals, donõt overpromise 

o Support young people to educate themselves ð learn by doing , rather than being traine d- 

we donõt need to have skills to exercise our rights  

o Internships with Councillors and MPs ð learning about whatõs involved 

o Go to them: run sessions just for them, in places where they feel safe place eg Sure Start 

cafes etc. ò Young people donõt always  know whatõs behind the ôYouth Centreõ doorsó 

o Stop demonising young people  

 

What about school councils  and youth parliaments ?  

Many adult respondents felt that getting involved in school councils, the UK Youth Parliament8 

or as young mayors was a positive introduction to citizenship and representative democracy 

however those working with young people (and young people themselves) were much less 

enthusiastic. One respondent said that schools were the least democratic of institutions, others 

that school councils, youth parliaments & young mayors only attracted bright, middle class, 

educated  kids and that they had little real power- and that the power they did have was still 

being ôgivenõ to them by adults. 

 

Role models  

We do have some positive role models in our region of young mayors and an elected Member 

in her early 20s who really does believe that ò anyone can do itó when it comes to standing for 

office. Although the level of commitment and single mindedness required might daunt the 

average young person in their late teens and early twenties, there could be a much stronger role 

for successful young office holders to act as ambassadors to their peers. 

 

7.3 ELECTED COUNCIL MEMBERS 

 

In the interests of fairness, Councillors were also asked for their perspectives on the helps and 

hindrances to standing for office. Some of those interviewed admitted that they would have 

preferred to stand as Independents but felt it would be too difficult without the support and 

infrastructure which could be offered by political parties. The Councillors validated the 

                                         
7
 http://www.youngadvisors.org.uk/ 

8
 http://www.ukyouthparliament.org.uk/20418/33556.html 
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perception that the demand on their time was considerable and that this did impact adversely 

on their work-life balance. One Member had used all her savings and taken time off full-time 

education in order to stand for office, another (unsuccessful) candidate had to give up a job in 

the Council to stand for office then wasnõt elected, leaving her with a break in employment, a 

loss of benefits and an overriding sense of unfairness and injustice.  

 

Barriers  

Women could be put off by the macho/adversarial culture of representative democracy in the 

north east and this adversarial culture was also identified as a personal barrier by a male 

candidate. Some women interviewed described their experiences of sexism and paternalism and 

younger candidates of being dismissed simply because of their relatively youth compared to the 

majority of Councillors. Other barriers included: 

 

o Traditional sources of candidacy such as Unions have died out  

o Lack of information & training about the roleðalthough there was a recognition that it was 

on offer, it was a) not mandatory and b) time consuming in addition to existing duties 

o Inconsistent support from Council Officers 

o Challenges of understanding the machinery for getting elected 

o Role is increasingly ômanagerial- reams of papers to read ðwhat if you have literacy 

problems? 

o Concern that unelected and unaccountable groups ðLocal Strategic Partnerships ð were 

being given increasing decision making powers without accountability to their communities 

Who elected them? Not democratic at all. Councillors can at least be held account y every 4 

years by the electorate 

o Frustration of realising that decision making powers are being increasingly centralised in 

Whitehall and that local people think Councillors have more power than they do in reality 

o Lack of support for Independents 

o Labour have become very centralised and local people are deterred because every message 

they try to put out has to be vetted by a central office  

 

What would help  

o Opportunities to try it out for a year 

o Shadow a Member before committing  

o Revive the role of Aldermen/women as ambassadors for civic involvement 

o Much more positive press on role & responsibilities of Councillors eg  ò a day in my lifeó 

o Wider range of positive role models 

 

7.4  A BLACK & MINORITY ETHNIC (BME) PERSPECTIVE : òI was told my ôface doesnõt fitõó 

 

Barriers  

o Lack of role models 

o Voluntarism isnõt  necessarily high on the BME agenda, 

o Perceptions of  volunteers as òwomen of a certain ageó and Councillors as  òsuited, booted, 

white, middle classó 

o Assumptions that we are only interested in BME issues and donõt have other skills & 

expertise to offer  

o Lack of clarity about what is involved in standing for office 
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o Withdrawal/end of funding for BME citizenship programmes which were doing good work 

and achieving results 

 

What would help  

o Knowing what it entails, my duties & the achievements of organisations Iõm being asked to 

represent 

o Pre-meetings to explore mutual expectations without feeling I have to commit myself  

o ôOpen houseõ approach to recruitment; VCS could offer a marketplace ôspeed dating 

approachõ with help to fill in application forms if necessary but no pressure or obligation   

o Politicians need to open the doors of the Council  

 

7.6 THE VCS 

This section reflects the views of both the VCS and individual citizens when asked about joining 

a Board or management committee  

 

Barriers   

o Busy lives 

o Volunteer contribution of time is not valued  

o Time commitment  

o It might be really boring  

o Cliques 

o Transport-rural areas 

o Reality of individual liability ðcorporate manslaughter, employment law, insolvency   

 

Helps 

o More flexible constitutions in terms of who can sit on Board 

o ôMarket placeõ approach to recruitment-also use social events 

o Think more about language & imagery used & how it might affect perceptions 

o Offer hand-holding 

o Avoid the òone rep approachó ie having a single BME or young personõs rep 

o Identify roles you want to fill, the issues you want to tackle  and build interest incrementally 

though other roles  

o Positive examples of involvement 

o Clear, simple information  

o Induction 

o Sell benefit to CV when applying for paid work 

o Placements/mentoring for new Board members  

o Target roles & skills rather than people  
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8 .CONCLUSION & RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

The hypothesis for this research was that the low priority afforded to standing for office is the 

result of a growing disaffection and mistrust of representative democracy, coupled with an 

approach to promoting participation in civic life which is outdated and needs modernising to 

appeal to 21st century citizens. Whilst both of these hypotheses are validated through the 

research, it is important to stress that this disaffection and mistrust was not characterised by 

apathy, rather by anger and frustration at processes which appear to favour party political 

interests over those of communities and natural justice. 

  

The research also aimed to establish whether there were any local factors which particularly 

impact on willingness to stand for office here in the north east and you will find diverse and a  

lively set of opinions on this subject captured in the body of the report. There certainly seems to 

be a consensus that the north east, while valiantly trying to reinvent itself, is still a hostage to its 

ôold Labourõ paternalistic roots and the death of its traditional industries. 

 

The barriers to participation in local democracy by those who have not held office before are 

thoroughly documented as part of this research and indicate the need for a range of approaches 

designed to target those who are significantly under-represented, based on feedback from the 

target groups themselves about what works. Anecdotal feedback suggested that some Local 

Authorities are nervous about using social networking sites to engage with young people 

because of perceived risks to them from predators. Perhaps young people themselves should be 

asked about this issue since they are very confident that this is the way to reach new audiences. 

The feedback from young people is also effective in challenging some ôadultõ ideas about what 

would and wouldnõt work - as one interviewee so aptly put it, engaging young people takes 

more than playing trendy music. 

 

The key message for the VCS is that there is considerable untapped potential if they are seeking 

to recruit new Board members, however they must overcome their reliance on word of mouth if 

they wish to genuinely broaden participation and ensure communities feel fully represented and 

engaged with their work.  

 

The final message is about information and communication. Many of those interviewed simply 

said that no-one had asked them to stand for office, that they didnõt know where to get 

information, they didnõt know what was involved and they feared they would lack the skills, 

knowledge and confidence to participate. There is clearly a major job still to be done in raising 

awareness and educating citizens about how to engage (or re-engage) with civic life.  

 

The Empowerment White Paper is underpinned by a belief that òactive participation in 

community life strengthens representative democracy and that political activity in its widest sense 

is a worthwhile and essential part of British lifeó. Whilst the principles may be sound, this research 

suggests that there are considerable barriers to be overcome before faith in representative 

democracy as a vehicle for community development and community cohesion can be restored. 

The longer these barriers remain unaddressed, the greater the gulf will be between the 

aspirations expressed in the White Paper and their realisation. As we go into a general election, 

all of the political parties are making much of the need to engage citizens more and to hand 

decision-making back to local people. Only time will tell whether the reputation of 
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representative democracy has been damaged beyond repair in the eyes of ordinary citizens 

whose experiences-some of which are described here-have led them to believe that much of 

what they say and feel is ignored by those in power and who serve party interests before that of 

their community.  

 

One of the aims of this research was to develop a business case for action by NEEP and its 

stakeholders which would be most likely  to encourage the target groups to participate in civic 

life. There was a consensus that by tackling the barriers to participation, more people are likely 

to stand for office however many of the barriers go beyond the remit of NEEP to influence since 

they strike at the heart of how we govern ourselves. Whilst there are a number of practical 

actions NEEP and its stakeholders can take to broaden participation, it may be that NEEP can 

use its investment in this research to spark a much-needed debate in the region about the 

future of representative democracy and whether it still meets the needs of the 21st century 

citizen.      

 

Recommendation s  

 

¶ Open the debate in the region about the future of representative democracy and whether it 

still meets the needs of the 21st century citizen 

 

¶ Identify and promote role models who challenge the preconceptions & stereotypes of office 

holders-some of whom contributed to this research 

 
¶ Continue support to projects such as ôTake Partõ which raise the skill, confidence & knowledge 

levels amongst citizens to get involved in civic roles  

 

¶ Consider how employers in the region could be encouraged to employers allow time 

off/flexible working to participate in civic roles- a particular challenge during a recession 

 

¶ Develop understanding of the likely return on investment for different types of stakeholders 

to broaden participation in civic life 

 

¶ Focus on engaging the ôsilent majorityõ and those who feel excluded from mainstream civic 

life in the debate about how they can get involved  

 

¶ Encourage local government to overcome its concerns about engaging with citizens 

(particularly those under 45) through social networking and other social media 

 

¶ Support the VCS to overcome its reliance on word of mouth to recruit new members and 

develop explicit strategies to widen participation in governance  

 

¶ Support non-traditional approaches to increasing young peopleõs engagement in civic life 

and place their voices at the centre of the debate   
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9. VOX POP 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Where I live we have a labour 

dominated council. There has 

been several petitions and they 

do not take notice , always 

arguing that they know best or 

we did not have all the facts. 
 

I feel that for my area, the Local Parish 

Council doesn't appear relevant to my needs. 

They seem to focus on the park, flower beds 

and CCTV! Not on encouraging transport 

links and affordable housing needs etc. I 

think this concentrated effort on older 

citizens, or planning activity with 

schoolchildren creates apathy amongst the 

remaining community who fall between 

these ages 

groups 

 
 

People who are less articulate often 

consider themselves less intelligent 

and may be put off by the reading 

and interviews associated with Area 

Action Partnerships ðbetter give them 

an induction and a mentor 

 

I donõt know what 

the answer is but I 

know itõs not 

working 
Tribalism has no 

place in the 21st 

centuryó 

 

Dedication to Public Life 

= no pension + no 

severance pay  

 

Councillors spend a lot of time 

preening their feathers and if 

you criticise anything that they 

are doing then they get very 

defensive. 

 

No encouragement from the local 

parish council to attend. It appears a 

remote and unwelcoming 

organisation, which does not 

encourage newcomers. 

 

 

I have been a Parish Councillor but 

found it very frustrating. The elderly 

councillors were there to stop 

things from happening not to 

benefit the community. I work for 

LA and was told could therefore not 

become a councillor. 

 

 

Itõs a labour party closed shop, where 

members have been in their roles for years 

and do not take kindly to new blood with 

different ideas. No one really polices them, 

they donõt have to hit targets of increasing 

membership which would allow for new 

comers to get involved. Lastly your 

political persuasion  should be secondary 

to your councillor duties but alas it's not in 

areas in County Durham 

 

Politicians need to 

open the doors of 

the Council  
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10. CASE STUDIES* & OPINION PIECES 

 
Tanya had a full time job and a small child and had been encouraged to stand for office during 

the period of all-women shortlists in a marginal seat. She described working 24 hours a day to 

get elected and estimated she put in 70 hours a week into her Councillor role on top of holding 

down a job and having a family life.  

 

She had asked for a small reduction in her hours of work but this had been refused so she was 

forced to take a job share role which led to a reduction in income. She was also out of pocket on 

phone bills (ôthe phone never stopped ringingõ) and child care costs since there was a ceiling in 

claims and she often dealt with constituency issues in the evenings and weekends. To succeed 

she had to sacrifice family life and felt that if more women were to feel able to stand, there 

needed to be a much more flexible, supportive infrastructure.  

 

She felt that secondments  or a salaried role  would make it much easier for ordinary people to 

go into public life since it is almost impossible to do a good job for constituents while working 

full time. She had seen some improvement since leaving office-shorter council meetings and 

less taking place in school holidays. Her view is that the allowances system is not sustainable as 

given the levels of responsibility & expectations placed on Councillors only comfortably-off 

retirees will be able to stand ðreinforcing the generation gap. She felt Wards should be smaller 

and more manageable  and that Councils need to provide more tailored support for 

people/groups to get involved-perhaps given lists of committee meetings to attend and 

feedback on. She did get some satisfaction from the role when she was able to involve local 

children designing their local park but felt there was a  constant tension between being in Town 

Hall & being in her community 

 
Karen was keen to become a trustee with Rethink because she was confident and clear about 

the aims of the organisation and how it is run. If a local authority was to be run the same way 

then she felt it would be more open about what it is doing and you would be able to feel that 

they were actually listening to you. There should be more discussion and debate with the public 

 

James felt some people who get involved in positions of running voluntary groups do it for 

status but he does something because it needs to happen and wonõt unless someone like him 

takes it on. He likes working with ôlike-minded peopleõ to achieve change and believes that that 

if there is not a vehicle for that change, then they will create it. He is not driven to occupy roles 

but rather to create something new. 

 
Danny is a community activist and described what he called the ôcolonisationõ of local initiatives 

by people in authority. His experience has been that people who work for organisations such as 

local authorities or other quangos are not interested in supporting new ideas. They are only 

interested in supporting people with a track record or ôexperienceõ. The Arts Council for example 

do not support community or amateur art, only art which is deemed to be professional. He said 

that people need to be freed up from needing to get permission to succeed. He feels that talent, 

knowledge and skills are already present in local communities and what is needed is recognition 

that this already exists. 
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Danny has built his community projects from the ground up, just by thinking about what he 

would like to achieve and making it a reality. His experience is that when something is achieved 

at a local level, then suddenly councils and other bodies want to claim association with it and 

thereby credit. Since he has made an impact with his local initiatives, Danny has been 

approached by two political parties to stand as a Councillor. He has said no because he feels 

that he will no longer be able to be himself.  To illustrate his view about professional and 

politicians in relation to helping local communities he described what he called shark theory  

where at the top of the sea big sharks (rich, well paid people) cream off large amounts of money 

intended for local communities; mid-range professionals cream off the next chunk and a few 

crumbs filter down to communities at the bottom of the sea.  

 

Danny thinks there is a myth in politics that certain types of people are hard to reach. He 

eschews the elitism of professional organisations and starts from where people are now saying 

people are out there in the pubs, bookies and so on if you just make the effort to contact them. 

He believes people in ordinary life have always had good ideas and that what matters is get the 

people at the top to listen to what people have to say. Danny has found support by simply 

being present in the local community. He believes you have much more chance of engaging 

with people by being part of the community, rather than being a professional parachuted in.  

 

 
Steve thinks that people cannot get positions of power without becoming part of the system 

and those who donõt want this are considered awkward. He thinks that if you become part of 

that system then you become corrupted by it and that in the north east there is a long history of 

corruption in politics and the recent expenses scandal compounds this. He also feels that there 

is no passion left in politics. It is all about management rather than leading .  

 

Steve said that many Councillors have very poor communication skills and when the public are 

exposed to them it creates a bad impression. This is compounded by party political squabbling 

and he has been at a public meeting where Labour Councillors talked loudly to disrupt the 

meeting when Councillors of another party were speaking. He feels that the old fashioned 

municipal socialism of the north east puts a lot of people off and that the region was 

emasculated when the old industries were lost but initiatives such as the Angel of the North and 

the Sage have helped to give the region renewed pride and a new identity. Steve feels that 

young people are disillusioned with party politics and that the political establishment only wants 

to engage with them on its own terms -not full engagement as that would be felt too 

dangerous. His view is that we can only engage with young people properly on their terms and 

in their language.  

 

 
Yasmin thinks people are put off being involved in party politics because they donõt want to be 

swamped with work and enmeshed in the system. She thinks people were disempowered for a 

long time by the loss of local industries but now there is a resurgence of politics in as much as 

people are looking at other parties and the traditional Labour domination is slipping.     

 

For people with disabilities, there are additional barriers to getting involved in politics such as 

the stress, pressure, access to public areas to talk to people, getting around to do canvassing, 
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getting someone to take notes for you and so on. In terms of engaging with young people she 

thinks that playing trendy music is not the right way. Instead people need to understand how 

young people think and communicate -why not make an election pamphlet in manga style, 

actually listening to them to see what is important to them? She thinks youth parliaments are 

potentially a good idea but they tend to attract articulate middle class kids. Politicians should go 

to where people actually carry out their lives why not have a surgery in Tescoõs or Greggs?   

 

 

*no real names have been used 
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APPENDIX ONE-FEEDBACK FROM YOUNG PEOPLEõS FOCUS GROUPS 

 

  
http://www.just4youth.com/ 

 

Just4Youth ran a focus group with 9 young people who se ages ranged from 14 -21. This is 

their report  

 

òWe ran the session using activities such as ôpaper dress upõ and a How, how, how  approach to 

identify the barriers that the young people thought got in the way of them joining in. The 

session lasted approximately two hours with heavy discussions created around each of the 

questions; I got the feeling that these young people felt very passionately about the subject. 

 

One of the attendees who helped facilitate was a former youth MP for Stockton and her input 

was very valuable in helping the other young people to have a better understanding of the 

subject from a young personõs perspective.ó      

 

1. Have the participants ever considered : 

 

Standing for elected office  ð 7/9 had stood for elected office; 6 of the 7 had joined their 

school council, although had not had to be campaign for votes as they were selected by 

teachers and attended the meetings. One had to campaign to be their local youth MP. 

 

Local charity or community group  ð 4 had considered being involved but did not know how 

to go about doing so 

 

Had anyone ever been approached them to stand for  office  ð all 9 had been approached but 

only at a school council level and only 1 had be encouraged out of school. 

 

Barriers  ð the young people thought that the barriers were: 

 

Á Lack of information to young people to get them involved. 

Á They thought that it was seen as un-cool to be involved. 

Á They felt that there should be more community involvement around getting young people 

involved. 

Á Events,meetings etc should be fit around the times young people are free. 

Á Events and meetings about the subject should be more fun as the topic is seen as boring 

Á They felt that the roles were seen to be for people of a much older age and felt that lack of 

qualifications was a barrier 

 

2. What would make participants more likely to stand for office?  

 

Á If someone who was in a high position in politics came to talk to them about the importance 

of getting involved. 
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Á They would also like that person to talk in a language that they understand, meaning to lose 

the big words and break things down to them very simply. 

Á To have people more involved from lower income and disadvantaged backgrounds 

Á They felt that MPõs etc were out of touch with what really goes on or how people are actually 

living and should come and see and experience this to help them do their jobs 

o To be able to get into politics they felt that there should be people considered to be elected 

for life experiences over qualifications 

o More children & youth activities based as part of politics for all ages 

 

3. Are the participants confident that local Councillors represent the interest s of young 

people? 

 

The answer was no. The young people talked at length about this and felt that their views are 

not heard so how can they be represented? They thought that people in those positions do not 

come down to ground level to consult them and events are not publicised for all young people 

to hear about; they felt that people in those roles do not understand young people or their 

needs and that there is a lack of communication between the two. 

 

4. Why do participants think that only 13% of local Councillors are under the age of 45 

and what can be done about this?  

 

Á Qualifications take too long. 

Á There is not anything around the topic that is aimed at young people. 

Á They felt that age = respect, and felt that young people would not be respected or listen in 

the roles as an adult would be. 

Á They felt that people of age seem more reliable. 

Á From a young personõs perspective they felt the word ôCouncilõ seemed for people of a 

much older age than they are. 

 

5. Give 3 effective methods of recruiting young people?  

 

Á Taster/Fun days with activities that are fun but based around the topic. 

Á Organise a debate against Councillors etc. 

Á Advertise via Facebook as 9 out of 10 young people have Facebook. 

 

6. Why North East young people are least likely to get involved?  

 

Á They donõt get to hear about enough politics on a local or national level. 

Á They felt that there is a too negative reputation about north east young people to get 

involved. 

Á They felt that they are the furthest away from London so they get less funding opportunities 

to get involved.  

Á Nothing is publicised enough about getting involved. 

Á When opportunities come they are not open to everybody and adults seem to select who is 

getting involved. 
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http://www.rywu.org.uk/ 

 
The RYWU ran some workshops with young people at a North East Regional Voice and 

Leadership Network event in February 2010. The aim of the Network is to 

Á Involve a wider range of young people in local and regional  decision  making. 

Á Provide a forum young people feel they can take their issues to in   the knowledge that they 

will be listened to 

 This is their report. 

 

The event was held at Darlington Football Club on 16th February 2010. 97 young people took 

part between the ages of 11 to 19. Three separate workshops, on the theme of Civic 

Engagement, were undertaken with the young people who attended on the day. The workshop 

provided an opportunity for participants to hear the experiences of a local Councillor and to 

identify barriers and propose solutions to young peopleõs participation in civic engagement - for 

instance how do young people currently involved in local and regional decision making go on to 

be involved as politicians, Councillors and decision makers in the future? The workshops were 

structured to enable participants to answer a series of questions set out within the research. The 

following outcomes detail the findings from the workshops under each of the separate 

questions.  

 

1. Have participants ever considered standing for elected office or joining the 

management committee of a local charity of community group? Have they ever been 

approached a nd asked to do either?  

The young people taking part were asked whether they had ever considered either standing for 

elected office as a local Councillor or joining a management committee of a local charity or 

group. None of the young people had ever considered this nor had they ever been approached 

on the matter. However, some indicated that they were active members of school councils or 

acted as student representatives in the college they attend; these young people were concerned 

with particular issues of bullying and people with learning difficulties and or disabilities not 

being included in college life, and were also involved in anti bullying campaigns. Some of the 

young people were members of youth councils, and indicated that within these youth councils 

they sometimes either felt included and listened to, or used, believing that on occasion, 

Councillors only met with them so that they could say they have consulted young people, which 

the young people found disrespectful.  

 

The barriers preventing young people from standing for local government office were mainly 

found to be their age (many were under 18) and the lack of ' youth appropriate' information and 

encouragement to do so.   

 

http://www.rywu.org.uk/
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2. What would make participants more likely to stand for office in each ca pacity?  

Young people felt that they would be more likely to stand for office in each capacity if they were 

given more information on politics and how political structures work. For example; they 

indicated that politics could be included in their learning at school as part of PSE or citizenship, 

so they would have at least a basic knowledge of political structures both locally and nationally.  

 

Some felt that the current political party system was a barrier as there seemed to be little 

difference between each party in terms of what they stood for. Some of the young people 

thought they would be more likely to get involved if they could stand for office on a 'single 

issue' i.e. transport.  

 

3. Are the participants confident that local Councillors represent the in terests of young 

people?  

Most young people believed that local Councillors do not represent them at all and show little 

or no interest in them generally. Some exceptions included North Tyneside where their youth 

council has direct links to their local council (other youth councils either did not speak about 

links to their full council or were not present). North Tyneside Council has regular interaction 

with their youth council and report back on the progress of specific issues which the youth 

council has brought to their attention.  

 

Most young people had a very negative perception of Councillors (after discussion and 

explanation of what Councillors actually do) linking them to MPs and expenses, with the belief 

that they are only Councillors for their own advancement. Young people felt that Councillors 

should interact with young people via schools and youth projects, the young people would 

welcome this opportunity, believing that they would be able to give valuable insight and ideas 

that would enable Councillors to represent them more effectively.   

 

4. Why do participants think that only 13% of local Councillors are under the age of 45 

and what can be done about this?  

Young people thought most Councillors were over the age of 45 because they would be more 

likely to have the time to do the job, and that they would need to be retired or rich to devote 

their time to being a Councillor rather that working and earning money.  If more Councillors 

visited young people in their settings and spoke to them face to face this may overcome the 

stereotype that all Councillors are over the age of 45.  

 

5. What would be the three most effective methods of recruiting more young people to 

stand for office as a Council lor  or by joining a management committee of a local 

charity or com munity group?  

The three most effective methods of engaging young people in their local council, charity or 

community group were found to be: 

¶ Councillors should actively seek out young people where they are for example in schools 

and youth projects, and speak to them about things such as political processes and 

encourage them to get involved.  
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¶ Councillors should have a specific part of their manifesto developed by and aimed at young 

people. 

¶ Councillors should treat young people with respect and honesty, and only engage with 

them if they are genuinely interested in their view and opinions.  

 

 6.   A recent survey found that people in the North East were least likely to be   

        involved in civic activity of any kind in the last year. Why m ight this be?  

 

The young people who attended the day indicated that they have in the last year given their 

time via volunteering for local projects or charities, and will continue to do so. They felt this was 

ôcivic activityõ, and also knew many other young people who volunteer their time to benefit 

others in their town or city. They were very curious as to what this ôrecent surveyõ was, who 

carried out the survey and what questions were asked.  

 

Ways Forward  

Two Councillors were involved in the workshops on the day who both explained the role of a 

Councillor and what it is they actually do as some of the young people were unsure. As a result 

of this, ways forward were identified as: 

 

¶ Young people receiving more information about what Councillors do and how councils 

work. 

¶ Councillors enabling young people to have more of a say, and being genuinely interested in 

young peopleõs views, perhaps including young peopleõs views in their manifesto. 

¶ Encouragement for more young people to get involved.  

¶ Councillors including young people and speaking to them in their own settings such as 

schools or youth clubs.  

Young people also believed that Councillors should consult people more generally anyway, not 

just young people.  Further information on this report, the Regional Youth Work Unit and 

regional youth participation initiatives can be found by contacting Kevin Franks Regional 

Participation Officer on 0191 440 4410 or at kevin@rywu.org.uk 
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33. APPENDIX TWO- E SURVEY RESULTS IN FULL  

 

For full qualitative e -survey feedback please go to  

http://ruahine.co.uk/page4.htm  or email liz@ruahine.co.uk  

 

 
 
 

 

http://ruahine.co.uk/page4.htm
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THIRD SECTOR SURVEY RESULTS  
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For full qualitative e -survey feedback please go to  

http://ruahine.co.uk/page4.htm  or email liz@ruahine.co.uk  

http://ruahine.co.uk/page4.htm

