
The Future for 
Communities
How are people living in our most disadvantaged 
communities going to change their lives for 
the better as we go into the 2020s? Many have 
tremendous assets but they have been at the 
sharp end of change. Who and what can support 
them in the future? What needs to happen for 
them to feel and be more powerful?

This is a summary of findings from the Empowered 
Communities in the 2020s research, commissioned 
by Local Trust with additional funding from the 
Joseph Rowntree Foundation.
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We held three dialogues to scope the 
issues, to hear from people in the nations 
and regions of the UK and to talk with 
people living and working locally in four 
places. These are the five issues that kept 
coming up in our conversations.  

Transience
Population movement is part of life. However, 
increasing housing insecurity is making it difficult  
for communities to become powerful.

Private renting has grown as a proportion of the housing 
market. It can be a positive choice, but where people 
have short-term leases and move frequently, it is difficult 
for them to feel they belong, or commit to local activities. 
In rural areas, families and low paid workers find 
themselves priced out of the housing market by second 
home owners and incomers from more affluent areas.

A powerful community is one where people choose 
to live, where they feel connected and where they feel 
safe. Community campaigns are having some success 
in improving conditions for private tenants and some 
communities are experimenting with community land 
trusts and community based housing associations, but 
these are still small scale compared with the size of the 
problem. It is difficult to see this insecurity changing in 
the future without a significant shift in housing policy 
including reform of rules on tenure, as well as an 
increase in house building and, in some areas,  
better affordability.

This is a difficult  
area to work in. Lots 

of transience, lots of people 
haven’t been involved  
in things.”

Poverty
Poverty makes it difficult for communities to  
become powerful. 

The pressures of poverty, including in-work poverty, affect 
people’s capacity to engage with their communities let 
alone to collaborate, plan and deliver change – their 
energies are consumed in the struggle to survive. 

Communities are doing interesting and positive things to 
sustain their communities. But without a viable economy 
and access to jobs, it is difficult to achieve lasting 
change. How do we best support communities who are 
always at the sharp end of economic change?

What people can do 
locally is absolutely 

at the margins. We know that 
poverty is not created locally 
and cannot be resolved 
locally. But it can be drawn 
attention to. People can’t 
find jobs, housing, material 
conditions – they can’t solve 
this for themselves.”

170+ 
People spoke to us about issues 
and ideas they care about, 
that may affect the future for 
communities across the UK



Gardening can 
bring a touch of 

home to diverse migrant 
communities. Everybody 
eats. Food connects.”

Fragmentation
A powerful community is one where people feel  
they belong and where everyone can contribute.

New arrivals can bring positive energy into a 
community. However, major population change in 
already stressed communities also brings challenges 
in relation to identity and people’s sense of security. 
When differences within communities – age, race, class 
– create divisions, it is hard for them to find common 
cause and become powerful. Divisions exist and persist 
but they are not inevitable if the economic stresses that 
feed them are addressed. 

There is considerable experience to build on.  
Activities like community arts, food and gardening  
are building bridges and understanding between 
different groups but the media needs to play its part. 
And where population movement and migration 
increase demands on already stretched services, 
external investment is needed to ensure that 
communities can live and work together successfully.

550+ 
People spoke to us 
about the future for 
communities in their 
nation or region

Place is 
important 
Despite rapid changes in the economy, 
in technology and in the way we relate 
to each other, place is important to 
people, especially many of those in 
disadvantaged areas  – people who have 
been left behind by the pace of change.

Power is 
collective 
People benefit from working together to 
identify common issues, to find ways of 
addressing them together and to be  
heard by state, business and others  
whose decisions influence their lives.

Identity 
matters 
People benefit from drawing on 
connections with members of groups and 
communities they identify with in order to 
have the confidence to get involved and 
take action in the place where they live.



People living on 
estates just accept 

their lot. They are not 
empowered to have a 
voice and even if they were 
they are fed up with being 
consulted and nothing  
ever changes.”

Democracy
Already marginalised communities find it hard  
to see how they can become powerful through the 
formal political system. 

Alienation from traditional politics and the democratic 
system is fuelling a politics of blame. Many communities 
are tired of consultations that go nowhere.

A powerful community is one where people can debate 
their differences, organise and can stand up for what 
they believe in without fear. We need spaces where 
difficult conversations can take place. Crucial to the 
development of informed public debate is effective 
political and civic education and an understanding 
of how power works. Change also needs to come from 
beyond the community. Power holders – in the public 
sector and business – need the will and the skills to work 
effectively with local communities.

Tech is part of the 
story but not sufficient 

in itself”

Isolation
When people in 
communities are isolated 
and lonely it makes it 
difficult for them to  
become powerful. 

The infrastructure that 
supports social relationships 
– the spaces where people 
meet formally and informally – is wearing away. This 
is due to public sector cuts and market forces – the 
decline of high streets and the closure of local facilities 
from pubs to post offices; and the fact that we do 
more online. Fear of crime, whether justified or not, 
and heightened security measures in our housing 
and schools, affect people’s willingness to go out and 
make them feel unsafe. All of this can lead to loneliness, 
isolation and stress. 

A powerful community is a well-connected community. 
Social infrastructure needs to be seen in the same light 
as economic infrastructure – investment is essential in 
the spaces and activities that help people to connect. 
Social media may create new spaces and has potential 
to connect people, but only if everyone is supported 
to access and use it – and it is most effective when 
combined with opportunities to meet face to face.

100+ 
People spoke to us 
about the future for 
their local community 
in East Cleveland 
Villages, Merthyr  
Tydfil, Milton Keynes  
and Rotherham



What this research 
means for working with 
communities in the future

#FutureCommunities

• �Poor communities know how to be ‘resilient’. But they 
cannot be expected to go it alone, especially if they are 
expected to take on more responsibilities. 

• �Many communities in the past have benefited from access 
to support, resources and infrastructure – spaces to meet, 
community development and other support workers, and 
funds. But these resources have been drastically cut and 
those that remain are often tied to service delivery contracts, 
with a loss in flexibility and independence. 

• �Continued investment in this support, building on the 
experience of the past, will allow people to make the most of 
the assets, energy and ideas that they have. But real change 
also depends on communities having the resources to come 
together and have a national voice to address the barriers 
that they face to realising their potential.

Communities and those who work with them have responded 
with commitment and energy to the challenges they face. 
They now need policies and investment that recognise the 
disadvantages that these communities bear and that confront 
lazy and discriminatory assumptions about the people who live 
there. Society – government, business and wider civil society – 
needs to get behind them.

A powerful community is one that has access to  
the support it needs where it needs it and which is  
linked to other communities from whom it can learn  
and with whom it can create change. 
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Launched in March 2017, the Empowered Communities 
in the 2020s research project has gathered a wide 
range of views about the future for communities. Asking 
‘What needs to happen for communities to feel and be 
powerful in the 2020s?’, the Institute for Voluntary Action 
Research (IVAR) have hosted conversations with more 
than 800 people and collated the results into a final 
report summarised here.
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To read the full report visit  
www.localtrust.org.uk/our-work/empowered-communities/
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