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B.2. Background to the White Paper and 
the subsequent Bill

What is a White Paper?

White Papers are documents issued by the government, which lay out policy, or proposed 
actions, on a topic of current concern. A White Paper sometimes signifies a government’s 
intention to propose, where appropriate, new laws to Parliament on that subject in the 
future. This means that submitting evidence to government at the White Paper stage gives 
you a better chance of influencing policy further on.

What does the Empowerment White Paper mean?

On 5 March 2008 Communities Secretary Hazel Blears announced plans for a new White 
Paper focused on empowering citizens. The White Paper will emphasise the government’s 
commitment to giving local people more power over their lives and will unlock talent 
helping to improve public services and promote work.

Where has the idea come from?

The Empowerment White Paper will build on the previous work in Strong and prosperous 
communities – The Local Government White Paper and the Community Empowerment 
Action Plan in transferring power from Whitehall to town hall and from the town hall 
to the citizen. It will set out the story of empowerment and how it can encourage active 
citizenship, improve public services, promote work and strengthen local accountability.

What is the purpose? What will it achieve?

The White Paper will set out how the government will give people more power over their 
lives. It will set out ways in which we will empower citizens in areas that really matter to 
them such as housing, local public services and in promoting work, enterprise and active 
citizenship.

The White Paper will help us to unlock the talent in our communities giving people 
more power over their lives and enabling people to develop the skills and confidence 
to contribute to a strong economy and vibrant civic society. It will look at the ways that 
government, at every level can provide opportunities for people to influence the things that 
matter locally.
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What happens next?

The government is engaging with stakeholders through regional events, expert panels, 
government offices, discussion forums and third sector organisations. The learning 
from these exercises will provide a key input into the White Paper, feeding into policy 
development and helping to shape future policy.

Please visit the empowerment web pages at www.communities.gov.uk/unlockingtalent 
for more information.

We hope that the Empowerment White Paper will be launched in summer 2008.

The White Paper discussion document contains four themes, which are presented on the 
following sheets.
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B.3 White Paper Theme 1 – Encouraging 
active citizens/local democracy

This chapter seeks to encourage active citizenship and revive civic society.

Despite healthy levels of social capital and a thriving third sector in Britain, more needs to 
be done to improve the extent to which people feel they can influence local conditions and 
decision-making (perceptions of empowerment).

Perceptions of empowerment lie at the heart of addressing public unhappiness about 
the state of democracy and public institutions and low satisfaction with public services. 
They are also fundamental to people actually getting involved in local activity (objective 
empowerment – where people can actually participate and influence local conditions and 
decisions).

Neither perceptions of empowerment nor objective empowerment can be achieved purely 
by establishing mechanisms and requirements for people to engage and involve within 
public institutions. It is equally about people having the enthusiasm and confidence to act 
in their own right.

Active citizenship can be seen as a spectrum ranging from spontaneous individual action 
(doing a favour for a neighbour; donating to Oxfam), through to more representative roles 
(becoming a Councillor or a school governor). Right across the spectrum actions can range 
from the very local through to the global. Government has an interest in promoting active 
citizenship across the spectrum because:

•	 it will enable people and communities to find common solutions to shared 
problems;

•	 it can generate ‘social capital’ – bonding, bridging and linking;

•	 it can stimulate collective efficacy – social pressure on groups of people to behave 
responsibly and to look out for each others’ interest;

•	 it can achieve ‘co-production’ – government working alongside the third sector to 
achieve shared outcomes in public services;

•	 there can be clear progression routes along the spectrum into forms of civic 
involvement which support democratic and public service infrastructure.
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B4. White Paper Theme 2 – Improving 
local public services

Progress so far – more investment, improving performance

Since 1997, there have been substantial improvements in how we deliver public services. 
We have seen significant increases in investment as well as a strong focus on improving 
performance and the quality of services.

The challenge – rising expectations, continuous 
improvement

The public are increasingly expecting and demanding world class public services that 
better meet their rising aspirations and individual. We need to build on the investment and 
improvements made and ensure public services are more responsive to users and better 
meet the needs of individuals.

Service users today should rightly expect that providers will:

•	 listen to their views in designing and delivering services;

•	 be willing to learn from their experience;

•	 make available up-to-date information on performance so users can hold services to 
account and make informed decisions about service options;

•	 appropriately and in good time respond to their requests and grievances and learn 
from them; and

•	 offer a range of service options so that users can decide what products and providers 
best meet their needs.

Better public services

By ensuring citizens, users and professionals have a greater say and more control over how 
public services are designed and delivered we can drive the next stage of public sector 
reform.

Greater empowerment can come about from:

•	 More Voice – providing more and better opportunities for users to have their say 
and to make use of the knowledge of users themselves and those working in public 
services to help inform and shape delivery;
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•	 More Choice – providing services that better meet individual needs and providing 
greater choice between services;

•	 More Accountability and transparency – more and better information to 
empower and inform users to challenge service delivery and drive up performance

Through these means, citizens and users will possess real power to speak up and make 
their case based on good quality, well targeted and well presented information. They will 
be able to have their problems addressed responsively when services are not satisfactory or 
to choose a new provider or product if they feel they can be better served elsewhere.
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B.5 White Paper Theme 3: Work and 
Enterprise for all

Getting a job is the best way out of poverty and the most effective way to empower 
individuals to take control of their lives.

The Government has made great strides in conquering unemployment. But significant 
challenges remain and there is more to do to improve employment outcomes for those 
living in the most deprived neighbourhoods.

The situation is particularly challenging for those living in social housing in England, where 
over half of working age households are workless.

Why it matters

Worklessness and a weak neighbourhood economy is personally damaging for the 
individuals involved, undermining personal confidence and their power to contribute to 
society, not just economically, but through decision making and community activities. It is 
also economically inefficient for society as a whole, and high levels of worklessness can: 

•	 undermine community cohesion;

•	 create the conditions for an increase in crime and anti-social behaviour, reducing the 
quality of life for all residents; and

•	 reduce the possibility of private sector investment making it difficult for a 
neighbourhood to break the cycle of decline

Getting a job can lift residents of the most deprived areas out of poverty, enabling them 
to feel valued by society; and empowering them to mix with people from different 
backgrounds; plan for themselves; and invest in their future and that of their families.

Promoting enterprise can bring social and economic benefits to more deprived parts of 
our country and the people that live there. Enterprise can help to build inward investment; 
employment and strong local economies in every neighbourhood; village; town; city; and 
region across the country. 
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B.6 White Paper Theme 4: Strengthening 
Local Leadership and Accountability

The Government believes that strong, effective and accountable leaders will be best placed 
to shape a local area in partnership with local citizens.

In order to do this the Government believes it needs to:

1.	 Strengthen local leadership – Leaders need to have a clear vision and their actions 
need to be highly visible to local citizens.

2.	 Strengthen local accountability – People need to be clear who is responsible for 
services and decisions in the local area as well as how and when to hold them to 
account.

Why is leadership important?

It is important for local leadership to be strong and visible so that the local community can 
know and understand the decisions their representatives are making on their behalf. It also 
leads to greater trust in elected representatives such as councillors because they are able to 
prove to the local community that they have stuck to and delivered what they promised in 
their election manifestos.

Why should we hold public officials to account?

Public officials and elected representatives act on citizens’ behalf and represent their 
views. Therefore, it is important that people are able to questions the decisions that their 
representatives are making for them and feel that they are listened to and that their views 
make a difference. In turn people can contribute information and feedback to their local 
leaders, which will help the local leaders in making decisions that have benefits for their 
local community.
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Section C: Consultation Questions

We have developed a number of useful questions. You will not be able to cover all of these 
in an event. Please choose the ones that make sense to you and your audience. We have 
tried to include questions for people with different levels of education and knowledge. We 
hope you will find something for all groups.

General Questions

•	 Do you feel that you can shape and influence your area and public services?

•	 If not what is it that is stopping you? Is it to do with confidence, skills, actual power 
differences or something different?

•	 Are there certain areas where you feel that you are more able to influence then 
others? What is it in particular that makes you able to influence in this area?

•	 Are there certain areas where you feel that you are less able to influence then others? 
What is it in particular that stops you from you influencing in this area?

•	 Do you think that you are more or less able to influence decisions in your area and 
public services today compared to ten years ago? If there is a difference, what do you 
think has caused this?

•	 Is being able to influence your area and public services important to you?

•	 What would be the ideal amount of power for you to have in your area? Which 
decisions would you like to influence? How often would you like to get involved? 
Which decisions are you happy for elected representatives to take on your behalf?

•	 Is there a gap between your preferred reality and how things work now? What are 
those differences? How do you think this gap could be overcome?

•	 What would stop you from getting involved in your local area?

•	 What could government do to overcome these barriers?

•	 What should government start doing to empower local people? What should 
government stop doing to empower local people? What should government not do 
under any circumstances?

•	 What is local and national government currently doing that is undermining your 
sense of power?

•	 Are there any examples of local communities and people having power in their lives 
that you want to tell government about? Are there any local examples that you 
would like to see done elsewhere across the country?
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Theme 1: Encouraging active citizenship, and reviving civic 
society and local democracy

•	 What is the role of government in encouraging and supporting citizens to be active?

•	 What steps need to be taken to revive involvement in local civic and democratic 
roles?

•	 How could government support the third sector (for example community and 
voluntary groups) to increase active citizenship and revive local democracy?

•	 How could government support neighbourhood action to help increase active 
citizenship and revive local democracy?

•	 Are there any good examples of citizen decision making that we should know about?

•	 Do you think that deliberative decision making will help increase active citizenship 
and revive local democracy?

•	 How could government encourage ordinary people to take up civic roles, such as 
being a magistrate or local councillor?

•	 Do you think that integration and identity will help increase active citizenship and 
revive local democracy?

•	 Do you think new technologies, such as the Internet, could help increase active 
citizenship and revive local democracy? If so how?

Theme 2: Improving local public services by involving local 
users and consumers

•	 How can the power of consumers be better used to improve local services?

•	 How can social housing tenants be given more choice and voice in their housing 
situation?

•	 How can Government give service users greater choice of service providers and more 
options in how they use services?

•	 How can the Government make better use of the expertise and views of service users 
and workers when designing and delivering public services?

•	 How can service providers be held accountable for providing high-quality and 
personalised services?

•	 How can we give those working in public services and service users a greater degree 
of control over the services they provide/receive?

•	 Do you think there is interest and willingness from citizens, users and professionals in 
influencing the design and delivery of public services?
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•	 What information do you want service providers to offer you about their 
performance and services?

•	 What do you feel are the key barriers holding back or preventing service users from 
being engaged in service design and delivery? How can we address these barriers?

•	 How can different services be better linked, co-ordinated and integrated to address 
the range of needs service users have?

•	 Are you aware of any good examples in the public services where service are offering 
opportunities for users to help to shape and improve service delivery? For example 
in the publication of accessible performance information, user stakeholder groups, 
market research or excellent complaints and redress systems.

Theme 3: Regeneration and worklessness

•	 What are the most effective ways the government could support communities to 
tackle worklessness? Are there any good examples of this that we should know 
about?

•	 What role should the private sector play in local regeneration and overcoming 
worklessness and unemployment?

•	 What are the best ways of co-ordinating social, economic and physical regeneration 
in your local area?

Theme 4: Strengthening local accountability

•	 What needs to be done to encourage consistently strong local leadership?

•	 How can we best increase opportunities for communities to hold local public officials 
and representatives to account?

•	 Do you agree that more is needed strengthen local leadership? What is the local 
accountability problem the White Paper should be trying to solve? What would make 
local people feel that they had a way of influencing local decisions?

•	 Do you agree that we need to increase opportunities for local communities to hold 
public officials and representatives to account? How do you think this could be done?
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Section D: Suggested Consultation 
Activities

D1. Practical advice on running events

This section provides some practical advice on how to run an event. Section D1 contains 
advice on how to run events in general. Ideas for specific consultation activities are 
described in section D2. We have tried to write this guidance in a clear and simple way 
which gives you lots of space to develop your own approach based on your unique 
situation.

D1.1 Venue

Think carefully about the venue you choose, and try to find a space where people will feel 
comfortable. A ‘neutral’ space is often a good choice. When you set up the meeting try 
to avoid a traditional lecture or classroom style set up of tables and chairs with everyone 
facing the front. This layout often creates a division in the room between ‘important voices’ 
and ‘audience’. Instead get participants to sit in a circle or around small tables.

If it is possible make the room as inviting as possible by providing teas and coffees, 
welcome signs, and any appropriate decorations. Many facilitators like to make the room 
look and feel like a café rather than a meeting room. This creates a less divisive, more 
relaxing atmosphere, and sets expectations of engaging in conversation rather than 
listening to speeches.

D1.2 Discussion style

We suggest that you try to facilitate the meeting rather than get someone to chair it. 
Simply put this means being less controlling and helping the group to take the centre stage.

Facilitation means supporting groups to work effectively together and to involve all 
participants in a meaningful way.

The role of the facilitators is to:

•	 Set discussion tasks;

•	 Keep people to task and time;




