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Introduction 
 
On the 15th October 2014, a range of people with experience and an interest in participatory 
budgeting (PB) took part in a learning event at Townhead Village Hall in Glasgow.  The event 
was organised by Scottish Community Development Centre (SCDC) and Faith in Community 
Scotland, and funded by the Scottish Government’s Community Safety Unit.  It took the 
form of a ‘partner exchange’ designed to capture learning on the process and impact of the 
variety of PB initiatives in Scotland that have begun to test new approaches to participatory 
democracy.  
 
Story dialogue was used to 
prompt discussion and the 
sharing of knowledge and 
experience, with three Scottish 
PB initiatives telling their 
‘stories’ to participants.  These 
were £eith Decides in 
Edinburgh, Govanhill Baths 
Community Trust in Glasgow 
and Coalfields Community 
Futures, an initiative from 
Coalfields Regeneration Trust 
working in former mining areas 
across Scotland. 
 
The conversations generated a great amount of learning which has been brought together 
in this report.  We hope the report can act as both a helpful resource for anyone developing 
PB, and something to build on further in the wider development of participatory democracy 
in Scotland. 

 
 

Purpose 
 
PB is recognised internationally as a way for local people to have a direct say in how, and 
where, public funds can be used to address local requirements. Visit the PB Network 
website for more information on PB.   This learning event builds on a growing interest within 
policy and practice in Scotland in PB and in participatory democracy more generally.  We 
have set out a brief history of some of the main developments from the last five years 
below:   
 

 In 2010 the Scottish Government’s Community Safety Unit and COSLA launched the 
Community Wellbeing Champions Initiative, which involved running PB pilots in five 
areas across the country: Glenrothes in Fife, Dunblane in Stirling, Forgewood in 
North Lanarkshire, Overton in South Lanarkshire and Staney Hill in Shetland.  The 
2011 final report from the initiative is available here.  It found that there were 
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improvements in how residents in the pilot areas perceived crime with some areas 
seeing a reduction in crimes associated with anti-social behaviour.  
 

 Also in 2010, a PB pilot was initiated using money from the Scottish Government’s 
Equally Well funds in Govanhill, Glasgow.  Some of what followed is captured in this 
report, as one of the ‘storytelling’ contributions at the 2014 Learning Event is 
Govanhill Baths Community Trust, which was involved in the Equally Well test site 
work.  The report from the pilot is available here.  Overall, the report concludes that 
the PB pilot in Govanhill was a positive and valued experience for all concerned.  
 

 In June 2012, SCDC, Faith in Community Scotland, Fife Council and the Participatory 
Budgeting Unit based in Manchester co-organised Scotland’s first National 
Participatory Democracy Conference, which was hosted by Fife Council. A report of 
the conference is available to download here.  The conference generated debate and 
dialogue on the benefits associated with participatory democratic processes, and 
found there was an appetite amongst participants for developing techniques such as 
PB in Scotland. 
 

 In August 2014 the Commission on Strengthening Local Democracy published its 
report on the future of democracy in Scotland.  Amongst its important 
recommendations were a participatory review of democratic structures, a re-
investment in community development and a legal obligation for local authorities to 
support and resource community participation.  The report states that “Democratic 
innovations such as deliberative assemblies, participatory budgeting and citizen 
scrutiny of public services should also become the standards by which [participation 
in decision making] is delivered in Scotland.” Read the report here. 
 

 The Community Empowerment (Scotland) Bill was introduced to the Scottish 
Parliament in June 2014 and is being scrutinised by the Local Government and 
Regeneration Committee.  One of the central objectives of the Bill is to strengthen 
the voices of communities in the decisions that matter to them supported by the 
belief in the ability of the people in Scotland to do things for themselves.  Proposals 
around PB were included in the early stages of consultation on the Bill.  Although 
these have not been taken forward, the general thrust of the Bill is supportive of 
participatory democracy.  Find out more here. 

 

 The Scottish Government’s Building Safer Communities Programme supports public 
sector reform and the Scottish Government’s Justice Strategy.  It is underpinned by 
an assets-based approach that aims to generate more and better community-led 
approaches that develop and promote the strengths of people and communities to 
be part of identifying and solving their local issues.  More information can be found 
here.  
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There is, therefore, significant momentum building up around PB and the Scottish 
Government supports PB as an innovative tool for community engagement.   At the Scottish 
Government’s Changing Lives, Celebrating Success national conference in June 2014, then 
Minister for Local Government and Planning, Derek Mackay said “PB works incredibly well 
and I would absolutely encourage it in every part of the country”.  At the same conference, 
48 delegates attended a PB Workshop which gave an indication of the public sector’s 
interest in PB.  The Scottish Government is also funding PB training for public authorities 
delivered by PB Partners.  
 
At the same time, cuts in public 
services and changes to 
welfare benefits will impact 
severely on our most 
disadvantaged communities. 
The current policy context in 
Scotland recognises those 
issues and the impacts on local 
communities and local people 
as a result of public services 
being reduced or withdrawn. 
There is a need to investigate 
potential opportunities and 
benefits for local people that could result from a reconfiguration of the relationship 
between the public sector and communities.  
 
We are at a critical point in Scotland where decisions need to be taken on how best to equip 
our public sector staff and key agencies with the skills and capacity to work with 
communities.  We need to ensure that resilience and capacity is built within our most 
disadvantaged communities to help them respond effectively to current economic 
conditions. PB is one method which can be used alongside other models of community 
engagement and involvement as part of a wider strategic approach to advancing community 
participation and empowerment.  However, partnerships, government and agencies need to 
be confident that investment in the PB process is worthwhile. 
 
The event was predicated on a belief that a participatory democracy is a healthy democracy.  
Where people have influence over what happens to them, their families and their 
communities and where they are engaged in community life, they are more likely to 
experience positive health and life outcomes. Community empowerment and a deepening 
of participatory democracy are essential in redressing the inequalities that exist within our 
society.
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Process 
 
The learning event brought together key people at a local level from statutory and 
community partners who have employed PB methodologies.  The overall outcome was that 
participants and policy makers would be better informed of effective methods of 
participatory budgeting and the opportunities and challenges to their use.  Accordingly, the 
aims were to:  
 

 Facilitate open and honest discussion around outcomes and challenges of PB, 
particularly what works really well and can be replicated and, in contrast, what 
hasn’t worked and pitfalls to avoid.  

 To give participants an opportunity to help shape Scottish Government policy in this 
area and for the Scottish Government to be better informed of the practical tools 
and assistance required from 
participants to embed and spread 
participatory budgeting. 
 

The event was informed by an online 
survey of potential participants, conducted 
in August and September 2014, which was 
designed to elicit up to date information on 
current activity around PB as well as to 
generate interest in the event.  In total 
there were 65 responses to the PB survey, 
34 of which had taken part in or helped to 
deliver PB initiatives.  Given the high level of interest, it was decided to encourage 
attendance from people with experience of participatory budgeting as well as those with 
less experience who were interested in the area.  35 people attended the event in total. 
 
Three PB initiatives were invited as ‘storytellers’ in inquiry group sessions.   These were 
£eith Decides in Edinburgh, Govanhill Baths Community Trust in Glasgow and Coalfields 
Community Futures, an initiative from Coalfields Regeneration Trust.  The inquiry sessions 
followed a story dialogue 
approach to draw learning from 
’story tellers’ before sharing 
lessons from across the 
experience of the rest of the 
group.  Participants were asked 
to write their insights from the 
discussions onto sticky colour 
post-its which were organised 
into broad themes by SCDC and 
Faith in Community Scotland.  
Further work was conducted 
after the event to generate 
overall findings and 
recommendations. 
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Short inputs and exercises on the day included: a welcome and context from SCDC, Faith in 
Community Scotland and the Scottish Government Community Empowerment Unit; an 
overview of PB internationally from PB Partners; and energiser sessions.  
 
Participants were also asked to rate themselves according to a ‘PB continuum’ at two points 
during the day to indicate how much they had learned.  The continuum presented a range of 
scenarios that participants could select from as best representing how they felt, starting 
with ‘Looking in on the PB process from the side’ on the left and ending with ‘We just love 
PB and enjoy sharing with others the benefits of using PB’ on the right.  To indicate their 
‘score’, individuals stood beside the relevant flag pole as below. 

 
Later on in the day, participants were again asked to place themselves on the continuum, 
this time selecting the scenario that best described where they or their organisation hoped 
to be within the next 12 months. 
 

 
 
Over the course of the exercise, there was a consistent movement towards the ‘higher’ end 
of the continuum.  For instance, twelve people hoped to be at the top end within twelve 
weeks as opposed to seven who considered themselves there already.
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Stories 
 
Coalfields Community Futures 
 
Enid told her story from the perspective of her involvement in Kincardine Community 
Association, which was given £20,000 by Coalfields Community Futures in 2013 to distribute 
through a participatory budgeting process as part of the development of a five year 
community action plan.  The Association started by bringing together local people at a 
widely advertised meeting where people were asked to join a short-term (5-6 months) 
steering group to take forward the PB initiative.  The group then surveyed community views 
and elicited ideas for how to use the funding, all of which fed into a Community Futures 
Event in January 2014 called “Have 
your say day” which was attended by 
550 people.  From a village of 1,200 
residents that was a fantastic 
turnout.  Participants at the event 
indicated their support for proposed 
ideas with stickers.  Steering group 
members then decided which 
projects to fund based on alignment 
with community priorities. 
 
Enid remarked that she had been 
“astounded” by the level of 
community buy-in, particularly with their commitment to being on the steering group.  She 
put the high attendance at the event down to the buzz around the PB process as well as the 
fact that the event also consisted of music and drama performances by talented locals. 
Barriers, such as other community groups trying to hinder the process, were addressed by 
focusing on building bridges rather than working in isolation.  Another catchy way that Enid 
described the PB Project was “soon, seen and successful.” 

 
Govanhill Baths Community Trust 
 
Andrew spoke about his motivations for getting involved in the local work to redevelop 
Govanhill Baths, which included the fact that he had family who were avid swimmers and 
had trained in the Baths, and a strong feeling of injustice about the closure of the baths in 
2001 shared by all those involved in the initial campaign to save the Baths.   
 
Govanhill Baths Community Trust was one of 24 local organisations that made up the 
Govanhill Community Action Group, which was given the responsibility to decide how to use 
£200,000 of funding from the Scottish Government’s Equally Well Community Health pilot 
programme.  With help from Oxfam Scotland, a participatory process was established in 
which groups put forward their own ideas for how to use the money, and then 
collaboratively honed down the suggestions to three areas – legal support for local tenants, 
respite for carers and the redevelopment of the Baths.  As a result, £100,000 was 
channelled towards the Baths which acted as a springboard for further growth and 
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achievements.  Now the Baths are well on their way to becoming a modern, integrated 
“wellbeing” community facility for everyone in Govanhill.  Andrew felt that using PB as a 
mechanism was the catalyst to engaging the local community, growing new social enterprise 
and cultural programmes and the instigator for the funding secured since. 
 

£eith Decides 
Dedication and perseverance have served Loraine 
well over the past five years as PB has gone from 
strength to strength in Leith as part of Edinburgh 
City Council’s drive to support PB.   The PB 
approach was developed and supported by the 
Citywide Participatory Budgeting Development 
Group, of which she is a member.  Initially faced 
with community perceptions of disempowerment 
and a lack of similar examples to learn from, 
Loraine presented a proposal to the Leith 

Neighbourhood Partnership Board, who agreed to allocate some of its Community Grant 
Fund to a participatory budgeting pilot.  £eith Decides, as the project became known, then 
worked with the community on an equal footing, gaining their trust and participation in a PB 
event in November 2010.  Despite the heavy snow and a lot of wracked nerves, 320 people 
took part in the process, allocating £16,602 to 20 projects.  
 
The work has continued since then with participation steadily increasing so that an 
impressive 1065 participants attended the 2014 event to allocate £22,885 to 26 projects 
from a choice of 40.  Loraine noted the diversity of participants and the fact that the events 
are consistently highly rated.  Three out of four people who attend state that they would 
not normally attend Council or Neighbourhood Planning meetings.  £eith Decides has also 
attracted new, small, grassroots community groups to apply for funding to deliver small 
community projects.  A fifth £eith Decides is currently being planned. 
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Discussion Points 
 
The inquiry group sessions generated a lot of discussion with plenty of useful insights 
provided from participants.  These can be categorised under the four main headings below: 
 

Investment and support 
 

Discussion around this theme centred 
on the desire for proper commitment 
and investment into PB from the 
highest level.  There was a concern 
that, because PB can be short term 
and often involves relatively small 
amounts of people and budgets, it 
may be seen as tokenistic.   

 
It was suggested that, to address this, PB needs to be a continuous long-term 
process with ring-fenced budgets (the idea of dedicating 1% of all budgets to PB was 
raised).  Statutory backing and cross-party support for PB was also identified as 
potentially helpful.  It was also suggested that PB does not need to be legislated for, 
to be effective. 
 
Another point made was that, in addition to PB needing to be resourced at ground 
level, there needs to be resourcing of local community development to ensure that 
all groups can take part. 
 

The process of PB 
 

With regard to the process of PB, the view was taken that facilitation is crucial to 
ensure everyone is heard, everyone understands the process and that expectations 
are managed.   
 
To be really participatory, others explained, the process should start from a blank 
sheet and have trust in local people’s views, experience of the issues and ability to 
spend the money effectively.  In addition, it was pointed out that all stakeholders 
need to contribute and work in partnership and that monitoring and evaluation 
should be in place from the start. 

 
 

Benefits of PB 
 

PB was seen to have many benefits on top of being a good way to make local 
services relevant. Participants did not see PB as fully fledged participatory 
democracy, but rather as a tool or catalyst that can help to grow involvement, 
connectedness and activity.  At the same time, it was pointed out that PB brings 
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elected members closer to the public and can therefore benefit representational as 
well as participatory democracy  
 
Another view was that the process brings groups together which can lead to greater 
understanding and sharing.  Examples were highlighted of groups who have been 
through a PB process have gone on to achieve further funding successes. 
 
 

General points about PB 
 

It was recognised that there are many 
different variations of PB, and some asked 
how we can avoid confusing people and/or 
diluting PB.  The question was raised as to 
whether the aim of PB is to strengthen 
representative or participatory democracy. 
 
Some discussion focussed on PB’s links to 
other approaches such as co-production or 
similarities to past initiatives such as Social Inclusion Partnerships.  Some concerns 
were raised, such as that dominant, well-resourced voices could take over the 
agenda, and that PB is more show than substance.  A more fundamental criticism 
was that PB is an abdication of responsibility and cost-saving exercise by local 
authorities. 
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Conclusions from the day 
 

How PB works 
 
The process used varies between different PB initiatives, and this was illustrated across the 
three PB stories given on the day.  What united the three projects, and perhaps all examples 

of PB, were the key principles of 
participation, (handing over) power 
and partnership. 
 
Discussions around participation 
brought up issues of power, and the 
consensus was that PB should be 
led by local priorities, as indicated 
by communities, rather than by 
vested interests.  Placing funding 
restrictions and other limits onto 
the process works against trust, risk 
and responsibility and can skew the 

process, in terms of where power lies.  At the same time, it is possible that some conditions 
need to be set to avoid the process being dominated by those with the loudest voices.  
 
All stakeholders need to contribute and work in partnership, including the community, 
central government, local authorities and other public bodies, private partners and the third 
sector.  Although some advocated a sharing of risk and responsibilities, it was also 
recognised that different stakeholders are crucial to the process for different reasons.  PB is 
impossible without the energy and will of the community whereas the involvement of local 
authority and elected members is vital to ensure sustainability.   
 

Impact 
 
PB was seen as an effective way to spend public money in a locally relevant way.  
Furthermore, the learning event recognised that there are many other positive benefits to 
PB.  The most common responses to the three stories were that PB is a great way to bring 
more people into wider decision making processes, with the hope being that once people 
take part in a PB process they will make connections, feel they have influence and continue 
to be involved locally. What is more, the process of people coming together can overcome 
self-interest as people share their stories and aspirations and learn from each other. 
 
Money is the catalyst for involvement and making connections, as energy is developed in 
the community when people have a focus with money to back it up.    The process may not 
be perfect or straightforward but that is how democracy works and PB can be seen as a tool 
to deliver participatory democracy or as “re-oxygenating local democracy”.  “The budgeting 
matters but the participation matters more!” was one comment. 
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Support 
 
A recurrent theme at the event was the need for disadvantaged communities to be 
supported to take part in PB.  This will require resourcing of local community development 
to build community capacity where there is little pre-existing community organisation.  

Investment to support the process is as 
important as the money set aside to be 
spent by the community. 
 
Along the same lines, facilitation of the 
process has to be budgeted for.  
Groups may require help putting 
forward their proposals, participants 
need to be well-informed and 
expectations must be managed.  The 
PB process should ideally reflect local 
priorities and the people best placed to 

know what these are will be the community itself.  Local people should be supported to 
participate as much as possible, and not just to vote.   
 
 

Commitment 
 
It is encouraging that a commitment has been made 
by the Scottish Government to support and promote 
PB even though this is currently outwith the 
Community Empowerment (Scotland) Bill.   
 
Many PB initiatives are a one-off exercise involving 
relatively small amounts of money.  Government 
backing and long-term investment will reassure people 
that PB is more than a token gesture, but a top-down PB ‘strategy’ could stifle the creativity 
of PB, leading it to become, in the words of one participant, “stodgy, boring and managed.”  
In this regard, PB may work best when it is a voluntary process rather than forced down 
from above. 
 
 

Definition 
 
PB is unique enough to be considered on its own as a distinct method. Although some find 
the term clunky, it at least succinctly and accurately captures the essence of the process. 
Given that PB is used to describe a whole range of different models, and that other 
participatory approaches to making decisions about budgets do not call themselves PB, it is 
helpful to see PB within the wider context of participatory democracy. 
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By thinking of PB as a catalyst for 
participatory democracy, we can be 
more flexible when it comes to how 
local, or how big, a process 
particular PB initiatives are.  It gives 
more room for PB as independent 
initiatives outwith the public sector 
(e.g. by funders such as the 
Coalfields Regeneration Trust).   
 
People attending the learning event 
were largely positive about PB, and 
most had helped to deliver, or had 

taken part in, a PB process.  Concerns regarding cost-saving, power differentials and 
commitment have been mentioned above.  However, if PB is seen and applied as one 
measure amongst others, including sustained neighbourhood work, then these concerns can 
be addressed.  The benefits in terms of increased participation and connectedness can 
potentially be gained alongside efforts to reflect wider community priorities.
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Practical tips to run a PB Project 
 

 In addition to allocating funds, PB needs investment in the process to ensure people 
are able to understand, consider and reflect on the PB projects to make an informed 
decision.  

 

 Those developing PB should make it as easy as possible for people to take part, 
possibly by hosting an event on a Saturday and giving everyone plenty of notice. 

 

 It is good to connect up PB with other events, e.g., galas, arts festivals, celebration 
and story-sharing. 

 

 Plan ahead for how to work 
with disappointed groups – 
e.g. have support in place to 
signpost groups to other 
sources of funding elsewhere. 

 

 Set out clear conditions for 
getting money.  For instance, if 
group gets money for 
materials (e.g. a minibus) it has 
to be available to the whole 
community. 

 

 Think about the voting process carefully and what it will entail.  For example, if you 
give people stickers to put alongside projects they like, will some of them stick all 
their stickers on one project?  It should be as fair a process as possible. 

 

 If pre-existing community groups and projects feel threatened by a PB process, try 
and work with them as much as possible to get them onside. 

 

 Monitoring and evaluation is needed to capture outcomes and outputs. 
 

 If steering groups are used in PB processes, how do we ensure there is adequate 
turnover of members? 
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Recommendations 
 

 In order to push for scaling up of PB, advocates of PB need to make the case based 
on the additional values of PB.  Accordingly, more robust research needs to be 
conducted into the outcomes of PB such as increases in social capital, participation 
and perceived influence. 

 

 PB champions should be supported, and successful models replicated where 
possible. 

 

 It is understandable that experiments with PB are currently funded through marginal 
budgets.  However, local authorities should be prepared to follow this up and apply 
PB to mainstream budgets. 
 

 PB can work outside of public 
spending. Funders should 
consider allocating part of 
their funding through PB 
processes. 

 

 In a pre-event survey of 65 
people who are, or have 
been, involved in PB 
initiatives, respondents were 
asked to list what support 
they would find helpful. In 
order of preference, the preferred types of support were:  
 

1. Tools and resources on PB;  
2. Training; 
3. A Scottish-wide network for PB; 
4. Events with others interested in PB; 
5. Advice and information service. 
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Next steps 
 
The results of the learning event, contained in this report, will be used to inform further 
development of PB in Scotland. SCDC and Faith in Community Scotland will continue to work 
in partnership with the Scottish Government and other key partners in furthering good 
practice and discussion around PB.  The learning outcomes will potentially be used to assist 
in the development of a support function for public authorities wishing to promote 
participatory democracy at a local level.   
 
 
For further information contact:  
 
Andrew Paterson 
Policy and Research Officer 
Scottish Community Development Centre 
Suite 305, Baltic Chambers 
50 Wellington Street 
Glasgow 
G2 6HJ 
 
Tel: 0141 222 4837 
Email: andrew.paterson@gmail.com 
 
Kathleen Glazik 
Policy Officer 
Community Empowerment Team 
Scottish Government 
 
Tel: 0131 244 0831 
Email: Kathleen.glazik@scotland.gsi.gov.uk  
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