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Context 

There are eight key areas to help guide your Local Conversation. These are: 

• Action 

• Approach 

• Context 

• Governance 

• Influence 

• Involvement 

• Leadership 

• Relationships 

 

This section looks at context: why it is important to understand your neighbourhood and 

the people living there, and how your Local Conversation connects to this. This section 

will cover: 

1. What we mean by context 

2. Why context is important for a Local Conversation 

3. Practical methods to help you understand the local context 

4. Equity, diversity and inclusion  

5. The risks of not understanding the context 

6. A summary 

7. Some helpful do’s and don’ts  

8. A final exercise 

 

1.  What we mean by context 

The context for your Local Conversation means everything that exists around it that will 
have an impact. For example, this could include a neighbourhood’s local and political 
history, the diversity of the people who live there, and what some of the key challenges 
and opportunities that the neighbourhood face might be. Context can be considered from 
a number of perspectives, and the following headings and suggestions are indicative, 
rather than exhaustive: 

Social 

Neighbourhoods have histories or characteristics that only the people who live there will 
fully understand. This is part of what makes each neighbourhood unique. For example, a 
neighbourhood that is defined by a local council or ward boundary may be very differently 
defined by the people who live there. This is often the case where a ward boundary has 
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been changed, but people still see themselves as living where they always have lived – 
regardless of its new name. They may even continue to use older place names to define 
their locality.  

Social context also includes any demographic trends in the neighbourhood, public opinion  
and reputation, all of which impact on those living there. How neighbourhoods are 
perceived from the outside is significant for those living in the neighbourhood. 

Political 

It is important to be aware of the broader political context within which the Local 
Conversation is taking place and of the impact that this may have upon communities. 
Some obvious examples of this are the economic, social and health impacts of the 
coronavirus, the social tensions of Brexit, the consequences of economic austerity or 
changes to the benefits system.  

Equity, Diversity and Inclusion 

The diversity of a neighbourhood is a critical part of its context. It’s important to 
understand which communities make up the neighbourhood in terms of race, age (e.g. are 
there more younger or older people), levels of disability and mental health needs, the 
number of LGBT+ members. This topic is covered in greater detail in section four below. 

Economic 

The economic context will involve you thinking about the local economy, local household 
incomes, the availability of good quality homes and secure training opportunities and 
employment across different demographics. The immediate and longer term economic 
impact of the pandemic is likely to remain a critical issue for many neighbourhoods.    

You might also think about the affordability of goods and services to people on low 
incomes, including significant increases in the costs of power, public transport and council 
tax, or reductions in state benefits.  

It is important to be aware of the past – places have industrial heritages which may have 
changed or disappeared over time. This is both an important element to consider in 
thinking about the skills which may be left, the anxiety raised about new industries 
moving in and being sensitive to some of wounds that there may be about times of 
previous greater financial prosperity.  

Digital 

Understanding the scale of digital literacy in a neighbourhood is also an important aspect 
of context. Access to broadband, devices and data and the level of digital skills amongst 
residents are important to understand, especially if you are considering and planning 
activities which require a certain level of digital literacy to deliver. The opportunities 
afforded by digital platforms in influencing are discussed in more detail in the Influencing 
section of this guide. 

Environmental and social 

This will include the impact of climate change, supply chains and environmental issues on 
the neighbourhood. There may be particular issues faced by residents in respect of litter, 
fly-tipping, lack of green space, few community meeting spaces, safety, range of shops, 
how near they are to busy roads or air pollution – all of which affect people.  
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2. Why context is important for a Local Conversation 

The Local Conversation is not taking place in a vacuum. The context in which you are 
working will be informed by things that have happened before or are happening now. It 
may be that lessons can be learned from what has worked well, or has not worked well, in 
the past. It may be the case that a particular building or community space is really well 
used by the community and that further events could be held there, or it may be that a 
community has no common or shared spaces, or they’re in a location which is far from 
ideal – which may make getting people together more difficult. 

Communities may be united or divided about particular issues, and it is important to be 
aware of this before opening a discussion or debate. There is a risk that some residents’ 
memories of ‘how things used to be…’ may be inaccurate and gain validity and affect 
decision-making. Equally, having that history can be critical to finding a way to move 
forward together. It is really important that practitioners feel confident in exploring and if 
necessary, challenging these views, if they are likely to have such an impact.     

Things that happen at a global level (such as Covid 19) or a national level (such as Brexit) 
can have a huge impact locally. Whichever side of the debate that you sit on, for example, 
there is no doubt that Brexit has caused huge divisions across the country, within 
communities and within families. Knowing how people feel locally about a global, 
national, regional or local issue may help you to approach a discussion sensitively, given 
that it is likely there may be polarising views put forward by some residents. 

Another example of the national context having an impact locally is the government’s 
programme of austerity, introduced by the Coalition government in 2010. This was an 
attempt to reduce the country’s debts after the 2007-08 economic crisis, which led to £30 
billion worth of cuts to public services. At the same time, the number of children living in 
relative poverty rose, as did the number of people using food banks, and those who were 
homeless. Changes to the welfare system and the increased use of financial sanctions 
against people who are seen as failing to comply with an increasing number of conditions 
in order to receive welfare support have also led to an increase in hardship. You can read 
more about this in The Marmot Review: Ten Years On (2020) if you are interested. 

This has naturally impacted regional and local contexts. Reduced local authority budgets 
have meant many local charities and voluntary organisations have struggled for funding 
over the last decade, and many have closed or cut back their services as a result. 
Understanding the extent to which these factors are having an impact on your 
neighbourhood is important context to have. It will help you understand the kind of 
initiatives that may be needed locally if some popular ones have been withdrawn.  This 
can be a balancing act, though, as it is not the job of community organisations to fill the 
void of reducing public services, especially with far more limited budgets.  

The local, regional and national context in which each Local Conversation is operating can 
change rapidly, and these changes can have a positive or negative impact on residents’ 
lives. You should be actively facilitating annual steering group reviews of the context in 
which the Local Conversation is operating, discussing what has changed and what hasn’t, 
and whether that is for better or for worse – and if and how your Local Conversation can 
respond to these changes. If and when residents’ priorities change, it would suggest the 
context is changing and it’s important to be aware of how things may need to shift and 
adapt to this. 

You can find some prompts to support you with this below. 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
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Exercise 1: Understanding more about your local context 

With your steering group, consider some of the questions below. This is a useful list of 
prompts to reflect on fairly regularly – perhaps once a year. Context changes, and so do 
neighbourhoods. 

• Who lives in the area? Consider population data and demographics. 

• Consider the diverse range of people who live in the area, including by ethnicity, 
age, socio economic status, disability, newcomers and people who have lived 
there for years etc. What do the headline priorities appear to be? For example, is 
it clear that fly-tipping is an issue? Or maybe the area doesn’t have any green 
space, or activities for young people? Does the Local Conversation’s priorities 
reflect the neighbourhood’s? 

• What different things matters most to different communities in your 
neighbourhood?  

• What are the neighbourhood’s strengths? 

• Where do people see their neighbourhood boundaries and why?  

• What has and has not worked well before? 

• What is already going on? Are there some existing activities or campaigns that 
you can tap into, rather than having to start from scratch? How can you avoid 
duplicating what other people are already doing? 

• Who are the local influencers and power-holders, or ‘gatekeepers’? These are 
people in key roles such as councillors or the MP/MSP/MS, or organisations who 
might be able to provide you with access to certain groups of people or 
community facilities. There is more on this in the Influence section. 

• Who puts money into the local neighbourhood, and who funds the local services 
or community groups? 

• What other initiatives are happening in the local area? Do you know the networks 
that are associated with these? 

• What is the history of relationships between different groups in the area. For 
example, do different organisations get on with each other, or might they have 
fallen out over something? Can this be resolved? 

• Where do people tend to go or meet (for example, a corner shop, pub, café, fish 
and chip shop, hairdresser, park or places of worship)? Do people have to go 
outside of the local area to access any of these?  

• How many local groups are aware of the Local Conversation and what it is trying 
to achieve? Are you advertising opportunities to join in through these 
neighbourhood hubs?  

• Is the Local Conversation taking place in an area rich with assets (for example, 
local buildings, local services, public spaces, local community groups), or in an 
area where there are no community hubs, or where people find it difficult to 
connect? 

• What are the different forms of communication within the neighbourhood – for 
example, local newsletters, notice boards, or social media groups that you can 
tap into? Who is and isn’t engaged with them? And if you know of lots, are they 
still active? Are there new ones? 

• How can you connect with schools, GP practices, or voluntary sector groups 
operating in the area and how do they view the local context?   

• How many people in the area have a car, and what is public transport like? 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
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These are just some ideas to consider, and the list is absolutely not exhaustive. You 
should consider what other things it might be important for you to know and understand 
about your area and incorporate these into your planning. 

 

Planning for the Future 

So far, we have considered how past and present context are relevant to a Local 
Conversation, but looking ahead into the near or even distant future is also an important 
aspect of understanding context. This is sometimes called ‘horizon scanning’. Reviewing 
the future strategies and plans of Local Authorities, health services or other institutions of 
power locally can reveal some extremely useful information about development plans in 
neighbourhoods for example. In some cases this may involve knocking down existing 
housing and replacing it with something that may not meet the needs of residents. 
Practitioners can prepare themselves for such impacts by factoring in longer term plans 
into their own strategies.  

While no-one could have predicted the Covid-19 pandemic, organisations are now aware of 
the impact and the possibility that there may be recurrences in the future. The same 
applies to economic market fluctuations and the climate crisis and it is wise to consider 
future scenarios in understanding context. 

 

3. Practical methods to help you understand the local context 

a) Neighbourhood assets 

A large part of understanding the context of your neighbourhood revolves around 

understanding its assets. Assets might include residents and their skills; the facilities and 

community or public spaces available in the area; activities; and the neighbourhood’s 

cultural history. There is an in-depth consideration of asset-based approaches in the 

Approach section of the guide, but there are also some methods outlined below to help 

you identify your neighbourhood’s assets. 

Doing a ‘walk around’ 

You might have lived in the area for years, so have a really good idea of what it is like to 
live there. You might, though, have a less clear picture of how other people see it. You 
will be looking at the neighbourhood through your own eyes, and residents may see the 
context in which they are living, ageing, working and bringing up families very differently 
to you, and perhaps, differently to each other. 

If you aren’t really familiar with an area, say a more distant part of your Local 
Conversation’s neighbourhood, there is nothing quite like walking around it to get a feel 
for what is it like to live there. Try doing this at different times of the day and weather 
conditions to get a deeper sense of the place and its meaning to a diverse range of local 
people. 

If you have lived or worked in the area for a while, try walking around with some other 
people who live in the community - perhaps people you know less well. For example, you 
could ask a group of younger people to walk you around the area and to point out the 
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areas they like and those that they avoid. You could ask them to take you to spaces that 
are important to them and ask them to explain why this is so. Doing this with a group of 
older people, or with people from a minoritised ethnic community, or with disabled 
people may give you a different perspective too.  

You can record what people say about different spaces using your mobile phone and take 
photos or videos (making sure that you get consent from people before you do this and 
being clear how you intend to use it). Also, before you record what people say, you need 
to be clear as to what you promise them regarding anonymity and confidentiality. Some 
people might be happy to talk to you and to share their views with you, but they may not 
want you to reveal their identity or the fact that they have spoken to you to anyone else. 

Resource:  

You can find out a little more about walking interviews here and here. 

 
Another way of doing this exercise, but without actually having to go out for a walk, might 
be to get a map of the area and ask people to talk to you about the area, pointing to 
places on the map as they do so. The goal would be to try and find out how people feel 
about different spaces and why, just like the walk. 

Resource:  

This article from Friends of the Earth is broader than simply considering how space 
might or might not be shared across different sections of a community, but you may find 
the ideas covered in the concept interesting. It looks closely at building equity (or 
fairness in terms of experience), bringing the community together and cutting resource 
use. 

Also, the Scottish government’s Place Standard Tool can help you interrogate what you 
know about your local context. It’s designed to provide a simple framework to structure 
conversations about place, and to help you think about the physical elements of a place 
(for example its buildings, spaces, and transport links) as well as the social aspects (for 
example whether people feel they have a say in decision making). 

It can help you consider all aspects of place in a systemic way, uncovering areas where 
you need to find out more. Once you’ve done this, it can help you think about which 
areas of a place could be improved to help you plan what to do next.   

 

 
b) Collective identities and memory sharing  

In the introduction we noted that communities often have histories or characteristics that 
only the people who live there will fully understand. Different communities living in the 
neighbourhood may have different views on what it is like growing up and living there, and 
these should be captured and added to the ‘tapestry’ that illustrates the local context. 
It’s important, especially for practitioners who are not from an area they are working in, 
to spend time researching this and ask residents to share the stories that connect them to 
their communities. 

Sharing memories and experiences of how the Local Conversation and community has 
developed over time is also important. Shared memories between those who are involved 
in the project will highlight the achievements and the journey travelled by the Local 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
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http://media.ontheplatform.org.uk/sites/default/files/agyeman_sharing_cities.pdf
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Conversation, as well as things that may not have worked so well or ongoing gaps. These 
memories are useful: they can reveal both collective goals and collective hurts or 
sensitivities, whether from failed initiatives or something like the loss of housing. 

This quote was taken from an evaluation report written in 2016 about Big Local areas and 
highlighted the importance of shared memories in the projects: 

‘Shared memories were important in shaping how context and initiative began to 
evolve together through positive and negative feedback loops. Past experiences 
impacted on trust, speeding up or slowing down the process of collective action 
that Big Local put in train. They also influenced expectations, shaping the impact 
of ongoing experiences. In each area, we witnessed the creating of new memories 
and narratives through the recounting of stories, both celebratory and cautionary, 
about the Big Local journey so far. We found that people were keen to look back 
and see how far they had come. This process of creating new shared memories 
seemed to be important in moving them forward’.1 

Exercise 2: Memory sharing - putting this into practice in your Local Conversation 

• Set aside time with a variety of different residents to be reflective on the 
community in the past number of years. What’s changed? What’s not 
changed? How do you feel living here now? Why?  
 

• For those more closely involved with the Local Conversation for a longer 
period of time, what has the Local Conversation achieved? Has this changed 
anything within the community?  

An example may be reflecting on green spaces in the community that the Local 
Conversation has spent time developing.  

• What were the green spaces like ten years ago? If we don’t know, who can 
we ask to find out? Has the Local Conversation changed the way green spaces 
are perceived in the community? Who has helped to achieve this locally? How 
do people use these spaces now? 

As mentioned in the Involvement pillar, reflecting on your successes is also great for 
residents’ morale. 

 
c) Local social media and media 

In lots of communities, there will be numerous localised social media groups, including 
WhatsApp, Facebook, Nextdoor, Twitter or Instagram –  run by community groups, mutual 
aid groups, residents, the local authority etc. which can help to paint a picture of local 
history, local issues and conflicts and local assets too. Connecting with the administrators 
could be a good way to make these connections, and to see who is especially vocal within 
the community.  

 
1 Lois Orton, Emma Halliday, Michelle Collins, Matt Egan, Sue Lewis, Ruth Ponsford, Katie Powell, 

Sarah Salway, Anne Townsend, Margaret Whitehead & Jennie Popay (2016): Putting context centre 
stage: evidence from a systems evaluation of an area based empowerment initiative in England, 
Critical Public Health 
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Local newspapers and local websites will also be a useful resource: they are a readily 
accessible archive of what has gone on and is going on in your neighbourhood. 

d) Data 

Another important method for understanding your Local Conversation’s context is to get to 
grips with local data. 

 

Census data 

The UK Census is undertaken every ten years, with the most recently published being in 
2011. Its purpose is to collect population and other statistics essential to those who must 
plan and allocate resources. A new census took place in March 2021, and its initial data 
will be published in 2022 and fully in 2023. Meanwhile, although some of the published 
2011 data will no longer be representative of your neighbourhood, lots of it can still be 
useful. 

The Census takes place at the same time in all parts of the UK. In England and Wales, the 
Office for National Statistics (ONS) is the responsible body, and in Scotland, it is the 
National Records of Scotland (NRS). You can look for and download statistical information 
about, for example, your neighbourhood’s population from the Office for National 
Statistics or National Records of Scotland websites. 

What you can find there, and elsewhere 

Using the ONS website as an example, you can search through a filter for different types 
of information. For example, you can search for information by geographical area, sex or 
age. 

The ONS website can be quite hard to find your way around if you are not familiar with it 

and, for the purpose of the Local Conversation, you may find this European City database 

to be easier to use. The database contains information that is not just about cities; you 

can use it to get more local population data about gender, age, ethnicity and religion - at 

district, ward and parish level. 

Indices of Multiple Deprivation 

Another more ‘local’ set of data you might wish to look at for England is the information 
held by the Department of Housing, Communities and Local Government about the Indices 
of Multiple Deprivation. The Indices of Multiple Deprivation is a way of measuring and 
ranking how ‘deprived’ any area is in relation to another. It looks at things such as income 
levels, poverty, the crime rate and access to housing, and uses these to come up with a 
measure of how disadvantaged an area is relative to others. This data is held in Scotland 
and Wales, too, as SIMD and WIMD. 

You can get this data at a very local level (at what is known as a Lower Super Output Area, 
typically covering a population of between 1,000 and 3,000 people) by entering the 
postcode of the area that you interested in. There are 34,753 Lower Super Output Areas in 
England and Wales, and this site will tell you where your area ranks. In Scotland, these are 
called Data Zones. Detailed national data is held on the National Records of Scotland 
website, and population data per Data Zone can be found here. You may already be aware 
of these, as they are how People’s Health Trust designates fundable neighbourhoods. 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
https://www.ons.gov.uk/
https://www.ons.gov.uk/
https://www.nrscotland.gov.uk/statistics-and-data
https://beta.ons.gov.uk/datasets/mid-year-pop-est/editions/time-series/versions/4
https://beta.ons.gov.uk/datasets/mid-year-pop-est/editions/time-series/versions/4
https://www.citypopulation.de/en/uk/
http://dclgapps.communities.gov.uk/imd/iod_index.html
http://dclgapps.communities.gov.uk/imd/iod_index.html
https://simd.scot/#/simd2020/BTTTFTT/9/-4.0000/55.9000/
https://wimd.gov.wales/
https://scotland.shinyapps.io/nrs-small-area-population-estimates/
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More local data 

Another source of useful data might be your local council’s website. These vary quite a lot 
in terms of accessibility and the ease with which you can find information. Some are 
easier to navigate your way around than others. You might be able to get some help from 
the local authority to get the kind of information that you want, and some councils have 
details for who you can contact for information. You can also contact your local councillor 
and ask them to help you to identify someone in your local council who can give you the 
information that you need. 

The kind of data and information available from these sources is largely statistical, but it 
helps you to get an overview of who lives in the neighbourhood, as well as an insight into 
what some of the key problems or issues might be.  

Some examples 

• Looking at ONS data from the Department of Work and Pensions, we know that 
55.3% of children in the funded neighbourhoods in Gateshead are in single parent 
households, against an average of 27.2% in England (per 2017 figures). This might 
suggest youth activities could be especially valuable, supporting those parents who 
may struggle with childcare while at work. 

• Looking at police data, we know that in December 2018 to November 2019, there 
were 27.9 incidents of criminal damage in the  St Mary’s areas of Southampton, 
versus an average of 8.6 in England. This might suggest safety is a priority worth 
testing with residents, or that a wider range of activities might be welcomed. 

• Looking at 2011 Census data, admittedly collected many years ago, we can see that 
4.1% of the population of the funded neighbourhoods in Stanwell are Sikh, against 
0.8% in England. This might suggest reaching out to the local Gurdwara would 
support the Local Conversation to become more representative, if it isn’t already. 

• Looking at data from the 2017 British Population Survey, 23% of residents in the 
funded neighbourhoods in Longbenton identified in the least-engaged group with 
the Internet, against 9% nationally. This might suggest that work on digital 
inclusion might be valued by residents, especially following the consequences of 
the COVID-19 pandemic. 

It is always useful to gather other contextual information about your neighbourhood, and 
the sections below are designed to give you some ideas as to how you might go about 
doing this. 

Resources: 

• This page created by Locality provides links to data from a number of sources for 
areas such as crime, health, heritage, landscape, retail, biodiversity, 
employment and housing. 

• This link also contains a really useful PowerPoint presentation (Locality/My 
Community) called ‘What is my neighbourhood like?’ that focuses on using 
statistical data. 

 

Exercise 3: Plugging the data gaps 
 
With your steering group, open up a discussion about your neighbourhood. 
 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
https://www.gov.uk/find-your-local-councillors
https://data.police.uk/
https://mycommunity.org.uk/where-to-find-data-about-your-local-area
https://mycommunity.org.uk/understand-why-statistical-data-about-your-local-area-is-important-and-how-you-can-use-it
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1. List the Local Conversation’s priorities. 
2. Going through the priorities one at a time, identify and write down your long-

term goal for this priority. 
3. Then, discuss the context surrounding this priority. What does the Local 

Conversation know, or feel to be the case? What were people saying when the 
priority was identified? 

4. From there, think about whether or not there is data that can support the views 
of residents. Having this data to hand will strengthen your argument for change, 
whether you are directly taking action yourselves or you are attempting to 
influence other decision-makers. 

5. Collect or find the data! If you don’t know where to look, a search engine is a 
good place to start. To help you, there is an example from a fictional Local 
Conversation in Bury, Greater Manchester, below. 

 
Example: Improving public transport routes in our neighbourhood 
 

1. One of the top priorities for our Local Conversation is to improve public transport 
routes in our part of Bury.  

2. Increasing the number of public transport routes would be an affordable way to 
help children get to school and support residents to get to work, shop for food, 
or to travel without the need for a car. Residents want regular public transport 
options returned to the neighbourhood. Public transport is environmentally 
friendly, and it helps people to live fuller lives. 

3. Residents told us there used to be lots of buses that went through the estate. 
Regular transport was available to the city centre, which meant people could 
access parks, do their bigger food shops, collect their pensions, meet with 
friends and family who live further afield, and get other buses or trains outside 
of the area to see more of the world. Not everyone can afford a car, and 
residents feel the buses come at inconvenient times and there are far less per 
day than there used to be. 

4. We don’t have the data to back this up, but it feels like it must be out there. We 
know the bus timetable now, and we must be able to find some of the older 
ones, before things got worse. One of our forum members pointed out that 
surely, the local authority and the bus companies must know how many 
passengers use the services. And the chair mentioned that the Local 
Conversation could survey people living in the neighbourhood to ask them what 
they think about public transport locally, and whether they would like to see it 
improved. 
 

Collecting the data from different sources 
 
Campaign/pressure group data 

 
If I enter ‘Bury bus cuts’ on a search engine, I find a BBC News article saying the 
Campaign for Better Transport has identified more than 3,000 local bus routes across 
the country that have been lost or reduced since 2010.  

 
On the Campaign for Better Transport’s website, they have a useful-looking guide for 
people who want to campaign to save their bus services. And one of our steering group 
members could definitely give them a call. This could be valuable. 

 
Data identified by trustworthy sources 

 
On another link from the search engine, I find a local news article which says funding for 
bus services in Greater Manchester has been cut 28% since 2010. We can use this. 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
https://bettertransport.org.uk/sites/default/files/save-our-buses-2017.pdf
http://rochdaleonline.co.uk/news-features/2/news-headlines/132157/funding-for-local-bus-services-down-by-28pc-since-2010
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Local authority data 
 
Back to the search. Let’s try ‘Transport data Bury’. There are a few links that look 
useful. I find the main reports page for Transport for Greater Manchester, and click on 
their 2019 spreadsheet. It shows me this: 

 

 
 
I can see from the information (highlighted, left) that 139 buses came into Bury before 
work in the morning in 2019, but we had 193 in 2015. That’s 54 fewer buses! And there 
were 248 in 1997! In fact, in the row at the bottom, in bold, it tells me that bus services 
have reduced by 44% since 1997. 

 
We can definitely use this in our campaign. That sounds like a great headline stat – 
they’ve literally cut the bus numbers in half. We’ve got the evidence to back up what 
our neighbours have told us. This would be great on an infographic, or a poster. 

 
But how many people are using the buses? I head back to Google, and I check the local 
authority’s website. It tells me they don’t count this, but Transport for Greater 
Manchester (TFGM) do. Fine – let’s go back to TFGM’s website. They don’t really share 
any data, or at least I can’t find it, because their website isn’t the easiest to follow. 
What I do find is their Freedom of Information page, and legally every public service has 
to respond to these. It tells me they’re committed to being transparent. We can 
definitely ask them how many people used the buses last year, and how many used 
them in the last 20 years too. 

 
There, I also find a list of all their meetings which are open to the public – which is very 
useful for when we’re ready to start influencing them. Maybe we could attend some. 

 
National government data 

 
Is there anywhere else I can look for useful data? Transport for Greater Manchester’s 
page also tells me they publish lots of data on www.data.gov.uk. Clicking on transport, 
and searching ‘Greater Manchester’, I get 910 results. That’s a lot, but it’s everything 
they’ve ever published. I can refine this by looking at the Publisher. Clicking on 
‘Transport for Greater Manchester’ gets only 38 results. That’s not too many to look 
through the titles of, and to explore the relevant ones. 

 
Within about a minute, I find one listing the Bus Stopping Points in the area, and a map 
of all the bus routes. These are not the easiest files to work with, but one of the young 
people who leads our after-school club is great with computers and she’s really 
passionate about the transport issue. Maybe she can help us out. 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
https://www.gmtu.gov.uk/reports/default.htm
https://tfgm.com/foi
https://democracy.greatermanchester-ca.gov.uk/mgCommitteeDetails.aspx?ID=193
http://www.data.gov.uk/
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Already, we feel a lot better equipped. 
 
Using the data 
 
Now that you have gathered the data and understand the context better, you are in a 
stronger position to use that data to influence and bring about the change that you want 
to see. There is more detail in the Influence section of the guide on how to do this 
effectively.  

 

Reflection: What sources of data are you currently using to understand the context in 

which your Local Conversation is operating, and how are you sharing this with residents? 

How useful are these data sources?  

Understanding what others are doing 

Another essential part of understanding context is identifying others already working on 

similar areas either specifically within the neighbourhood or wider area. Thinking 

collaboratively, are there priorities that you can work on together, and consider how you 

can collectively make a difference, rather than duplicate? There is more on the 

importance of this and collaboration specifically in the Influence section. 

 

4. Equity, diversity and inclusion 

Equity is about ensuring people have the right amount of resources, support and 

information to ensure that they have as equal an outcome or chance of success as any 

other person or group.   

Diversity is about recognising, respecting and valuing differences in people. The diversity 

of the local population for example, should be reflected in governance and decision-

making groups. 

Inclusion is about ensuring people are valued, involved and influencing. It involves taking 

deliberate action to create environments where everyone feels respected and able to 

achieve their full potential. 

Communities are made up of diverse groups of people, including people of different 

genders2, ethnic backgrounds3 and religions4, disabled people5, older people6, young 

people7, members of LGBT+ communities8, people with mental health needs9, people with 

learning disabilities10, and people from different socio-economic backgrounds.11 It is 

 
2 LSE Commission on Gender, Inequality and Power, Confronting Gender Inequality, London School of 
Economics (2015) 
3 Cabinet Office, People living in deprived neighbourhoods, Ethnicity facts and figures (2020) 
4 Welsh Government, Analysis of protected characteristics by area deprivation: 2017 to 2019 (2020) 
5 DWP, Disability facts and figures (2014) 
6 Public Health Scotland, Older people (2021) 
7 Public Health Scotland, Young people (2021) 
8 Equalities Office, National LGBT Survey (2017) 
9 NHS England, The Five Year Forward View for Mental Health (2016) 
10 Public Health England, Learning disabilities: applying All Our Health (2018) 
11 Cabinet Office, Socio-economic background (SEB) (2019) 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
https://www.lse.ac.uk/gender/assets/documents/research/gender-inequality-and-power-commission/Confronting-Gender-Inequality-blue.pdf
https://www.ethnicity-facts-figures.service.gov.uk/uk-population-by-ethnicity/demographics/people-living-in-deprived-neighbourhoods/latest
https://gov.wales/analysis-protected-characteristics-area-deprivation-2017-2019
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/disability-facts-and-figures/disability-facts-and-figures
http://www.healthscotland.scot/population-groups/older-people
http://www.healthscotland.scot/population-groups/young-people
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/722314/GEO-LGBT-Survey-Report.pdf
https://www.england.nhs.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016/02/Mental-Health-Taskforce-FYFV-final.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/learning-disability-applying-all-our-health/learning-disabilities-applying-all-our-health
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/socio-economic-background/socio-economic-background-seb
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critical therefore that all Local Conversations take a proactive approach to equity, 

diversity and inclusion and that you know who lives in your neighbourhood. It is not 

enough to be open and welcoming, you must also challenge the way in which your Local 

Conversation works, whether it is designed to be inclusive and whether it centres the 

needs of more marginalised people. You must positively target the involvement of under-

represented groups and those whose voices are seldom heard and create allyships which 

help to increase and champion their voices. Local Conversations should be speaking out 

about the key issues affecting underrepresented groups of residents in their 

neighbourhood (including local and national government policy changes and legislative 

developments) and providing opportunities for people and communities that are less 

visible or traditionally less involved to participate. See further guidance on this in the 

section on Involvement. 

It is essential, as part of understanding context, to consider issues of equity, diversity and 

inclusion. This will help to shed light on the additional inequalities or stigma faced by 

certain groups of people in the area who have one or multiple characteristics, whether 

Black refugees who are disabled, older LGBT+ people, young people with learning 

disabilities and so on. 

Knowing the context is also about understanding the power dynamics within 

neighbourhoods which can impact the ability of certain groups to have their voices heard. 

Where this is the case, practitioners should acknowledge it and put measures in place to 

ensure that all residents’ voices can be heard.  

It is important to understand not just the makeup but also any connections they have to 

other groups within neighbourhood; are some groups more marginalised than others; are 

there groups who you have little or no contact with? By understanding this, you can start 

to work with these groups to understand whether the way in which you work is inclusive of 

them? If it is not, what are some of the barriers and how do they suggest you can remove 

them. You can also understand some of the different cultural issues which may prevent 

people from being more involved and consider whether particularly groups of people sit on 

your steering group and management team – this is more than being visible, it is about 

bringing people’s real experience to the decision-making spaces. 

 

5 What are the risks if you don’t understand the context? 

If you (and your Local Conversation steering group members) don’t fully understand the 

context the Local Conversation operates in, you risk falling short on the other seven 

sections of the practice guide, and ultimately, being able to bring about the changes that 

residents want in their neighbourhood.  

Without understanding the context, your approach might be considered insufficient, 

another community organisation may have tried it before and, at worst, it might be 

exclusive and it might offend people. Without context you will struggle to get people 

involved: if you don’t know who you are seeking to engage, what appeals to them, what 

doesn’t, and what has happened before, it is unlikely people will see something for 

themselves or for their neighbourhood in what the Local Conversation has to offer. 

Further, context is important to understand relationships in the area. There will always be 

social dynamics, power imbalances, and conflicts to manage. Everywhere and everyone 

has a history. The best way to stay on top of this is to be aware of this history, and to 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
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manage issues as they arise, rather than wait for them to directly impact the Local 

Conversation’s success. 

If you are seeking to bring something positive to the neighbourhood, you need to know 

what has worked and what hasn’t; which services may have existed, but no longer do; 

what assets the community has – its people, its community facilities, its green spaces, 

transport links, shops, existing activities, other local groups, and the safety of the area, 

for instance. Otherwise, it is likely you will be wasting your time and residents’ time. For 

example, if residents say there is a real shortage of activities for young people in the 

neighbourhood, and you start a football activity – but it turns out that one of the few 

activities that already exists is a local children’s football team, this is something you 

really need to know. 

Context is important for action and influence, too. As noted above, data and evidence can 

be a vital asset. If you are seeking to encourage the local authority to address an issue, 

you need to be sure this is a real issue. Think about the example of bus services from the 

activity earlier in the pillar. If, in fact, buses are running more frequently than they were 

five years ago, you are unlikely to get very far if you say they’ve been cut back. Having 

evidence on your side, and knowing the full context of an issue, helps you to sharpen your 

message and keeps your actions targeted. 

 

 

6      Summary 

Why is it important to understand the context in which your Local Conversation is 

taking place? 

Understanding the context of your neighbourhood – its history, the people who live there, 

its diversity, what is there and what isn’t – is a crucial foundation for project delivery. 

Your context is something to keep in mind when thinking about your approach, how you 

get people involved, the relationships and dynamics that exist within the community, the 

action the Local Conversation takes and the activities it delivers, as well as how it seeks to 

influence others. Regularly scanning the context and exploring this with residents will 

ensure that your priorities stay relevant and you are focusing on the right changes to 

pursue collectively. Understanding context creates an effective baseline and will support 

effective progress reporting and evaluation and ultimately understanding the impact you 

are making. 

Context changes 

This is something to bear in mind. As time passes, things shift. A very visible example of 

this would be the COVID-19 pandemic and its impact on different groups of people within 

the neighbourhood. 

Developing a better understanding of the context 

There are lots of ways to do this. Some we have outlined within this section of the guide 

involve speaking to people, walking around the neighbourhood, memory sharing, checking 

local Facebook groups, and looking into publicly available data. 

You can support a better understanding across the Local Conversation by encouraging 

residents to lead on these activities, or at the very least to be involved. 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
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• What could be done to help develop a better and shared understanding? 

• What can you do with this new knowledge? Does this help the Local Conversation 

target its work more effectively, and what might you put into a ‘Context Plan’? 

 

7 Some Do’s and Don’ts  
 

 

8 A final exercise 
 

To bring everything together in this section we would like you to do one more 

exercise: 

 

Exercise 4:  Getting your Local Conversations steering group to understand the 
importance of the context in which they, their friends and family live     

In this section of the guide, we have talked about Context – including what might be 
helpful to understand about the local area to support the Local Conversation and some 
practical resources and exercises.  

Although this guide is aimed at Local Conversations practitioners, it’s really important 
that residents also have access to the tools and resources we have discussed in this 
section – not least your Steering Group, or whatever it is called locally. They will be 
able to fill in some of the gaps in terms of your (and their) understanding of the local 
context, particularly in relation to issues/histories that have not been formally 
recorded. They may well be interested in the resources we have discussed and use it to 
further develop the Local Conversation and exert influence using data and broader 
research.  

As a final exercise please consider how you are going to ensure steering group members 
have a full understanding of the local context and what three things have you taken 
away from this section that you can discuss with them to further develop their 
knowledge of the local context within the Local Conversation and how they might use it?  

Having done this please let us what we could add to this section that might help others, 
in terms of exercises to try, sources of information from which to better understand the  
local context, and how you have shared it with residents. 

Do 

• Take account of all views and perspectives 

Consider the diversity of your neighbourhood 

• Draw on a wide range of data sources 

• Talk to other organisations working in the neighbourhood 

• Think about the future   

 

Don’t 

• Make any assumptions – all organisations have things they don’t know/do well and 

an objective analysis of context can help to highlight these 

• Don’t avoid difficult issues and/or addressing differences in opinions. 

 

 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
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IMPORTANT 

 

 
This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NoDerivatives 4.0 

International License.  

This means: 

You are free to: 

Share — copy and redistribute the material in any medium or format. 

 

The licensor cannot revoke these freedoms as long as you follow the license terms. 

Under the following Terms: 

Attribution — You must give appropriate credit, provide a link to the license, and indicate 

if changes were made. You may do so in any reasonable manner, but not in any way that 

suggests the licensor endorses you or your use. 

NonCommercial — You may not use the material for commercial purposes. 

No Derivatives — If you remix, transform, or build upon the material, you may not 

distribute the modified material. 

No additional restrictions — You may not apply legal terms or technological measures that 

legally restrict others from doing anything the license permits. 

Notices: 

You do not have to comply with the license for elements of the material in the public 

domain or where your use is permitted by an applicable exception or limitation. 

No warranties are given. The license may not give you all of the permissions necessary for 

your intended use. For example, other rights such as publicity, privacy, or moral 

rights may limit how you use the material. 
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