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Abstract

The role of faith-based groups in social action in communities has been demonstrated in a significant body of regional publications aimed at community audiences. A systematic review of this literature (Dinham 2007) shows the considerable extent to which faith groups are engaged in social action in communities across England. It also identifies the diversity of language used to describe those activities and research approaches to capturing it. This article examines how this diversity poses challenges to demonstrating the value of faith-based activities to funders who support them and to policy makers who construct the contexts in which they work. It also notes the difficulties posed to discussing and comparing faith based activities in ways which might be helpful to faith groups’ own constructive reflective practice and to the learning they could share with each other and contribute to the wider voluntary and community sector. It considers this in the context of how power accrues around what is measured and therefore valued and recognised. It goes on to reflect upon a process of developing a measurement approach which has been ongoing since summer 2008, examining the problems and challenges involved. A starting point is that faith based social action in communities is both highly valuable and yet currently difficult to measure. We discuss the possibility of moving towards such measureability by rooting it in community development approaches and values. The aim is to balance the demands of accountability and demonstrability with the values of community development, to produce a ‘bottom up’ reflective praxis which can support and empower local faith communities to be heard on their own terms whilst at the same time defining and refining those terms.  In these ways, it is intended both for practitioners engaging in faith-based social action and its evaluation, and for policy-makers and funders wishing to engage with its value and contribution. 

Introduction 

It has been observed that faiths are re-emerging in the public realm (Dinham et al 2009) in response to three policy dimensions: first, they are seen increasingly as valuable contributors to welfare and social services, arising out of their physical, human, social and financial resources; second, they are implicated in policies for ‘community cohesion’ either as contributors to it through perceived high levels of social capital in some cases, or as detractors from it through radicalism and violent extremism in others; and third, they are regarded as strong contributors in extended forms of participatory governance such as local strategic partnerships, drawing on organizational and congregational networks to deliver effective leadership and representation rooted in knowledge and understanding of the communities in which they stand and which are sometimes otherwise ‘hard to reach’. 

Certainly, the last fifteen years have seen an extension of the policy contexts in the UK in which faiths operate, creating new spaces for engagement at the local, regional and national levels. Though a ‘dark side’ to faith is reflected in policies for the prevention of violent extremism (the now defunct ‘Prevent’ agenda), these concerns are hived off in to other government departments where they often run counter. That matter aside (for the purposes of this article), UK Labour governments since 1997 recognised the potential contribution of faith communities to a ‘communities’ agenda, and the Coalition Government since 2010 is showing every indication of continuing to do so. This was asserted in the UK in the Labour government’s ‘repositories’ discourse which sees faiths as “gateways to access the tremendous reserves of energy and commitment of their members, which can be of great importance to the development of civil society” (Home Office 2004 p7). People of faith are seen as already good at being citizens. They are regarded as strong volunteers, they associate, they vote, they campaign and participate in governance, they provide services, they network, they contribute through social capital to community cohesion (Home Office 2005). The Working Together report (Home Office 2004) refers to ‘faith communities’ five times in the foreword alone and “recommendations to faith communities” (Home Office 2004:5) and later to “faith bodies” (ibid:5), it talks about “faith experts” (ibid:22), encourages engagement in “faith awareness training” (ibid:5) and wants the active pursuit of “faith literacy” (ibid:7). 
Critiques of Policy 

Policy constructions and perceptions of public faith have been criticized in several important ways. First, they could be regarded as instrumentalising faith communities in such a way as to exploit them, possibly with damaging consequences to the communities themselves. Alongside this they have been questioned on grounds of overstating the resources they perceive in the first place. 

Second, there have been concerns about the risks of enlistment of faith communities to policy agenda which have such clear goals in mind. How might those goals distort and modify the goals inherent to the faith community? 

Third, to reach public positions in relation to engagement with service delivery, cohesion initiatives and participation in governance, demands processes of deliberation. There are debates about the differing capacities and amenabilities of faith communities to such processes of deliberation and how difference and dissent affect those communities and are managed within them as they deliberate their participation. 

Fourth, there are differences in organizational and congregational approaches between faith groups and traditions which make it more possible for some than for others to produce and field representatives and leaders in the sorts of neo-liberal policy structures and practices to which they are called. For example, a paid and employed Bishop in the Church of England may be better supported and more obviously positioned to take a seat on a local strategic partnership board than, say, an Imam who is a member of the Muslim Council of Britain, a convenor of a Black Majority Church or a social activist in the Jain tradition. The structures, and approaches to hierarchy and bureaucracy themselves enormously affect the ‘deliverability’ of faith communities to public policy structures which want to work with them. 

Fifth, some argue that the privileged position awarded to faiths is unwarranted and unfair – if faith groups are invited to the public table, then why not other belief groups and associations. Linked to this are questions about the distinctiveness of the faith contribution. What added value do faiths provide that merits their inclusion in the public realm? 

Sixth, government’s desire to engage faith communities in practice often translates to engaging with the more networked representatives of the majority faiths, and risks sidelining smaller groups. The assumption often made at policy levels of a continuity between the worshipping community and faith leaders and representatives is contested (see Furbey et al. 2006) In particular, within faith communities, women and young people, although active, are less well represented and often have limited power. There are also criticisms of faith groups’ response to equalities with regard to sexual orientation. It is also the case that some faith-based social action is already far more developed and visible than others and there are certainly difference in power and capacity between traditions. The work of the Salvation Army, Jewish Care and Muslim Hands are examples of influential and powerful bodies. It is the activity going on in neighbourhoods and local communities which can be much harder to ‘hear’ and this is the focus of this article. 

The public role of faiths has proved controversial, too, because for many it has been seen as moving faith from the private sphere back in to the public realm from which, it had been assumed, Enlightenment processes had banished it. This has moved some sociologists to contemplate the ‘desecularisation’ of the West (Berger 1996). 

More generally, there is criticism, too, of ‘community’ having been hijacked as a vehicle of policy; a useful construct for containing ideas about relationality, identity and cohesion in such a way as to support positive citizenship (see Dinham & Lowndes 2008). Clarke and Newman have written, in this context, of ‘the colonization of radical language’ (Clarke and Newman 1996) in which government (in their argument, the British New Labour governments since 1997), takes radical traditions and decouples them from their roots for consensual policy purposes. In the case of ‘community’, it has been argued, this means the rejection of Freireian ‘conscientisation’ in favour of Etzioni’s ‘communitarianism’ (Etzioni 1993) which recasts ‘empowerment’ in public policy terms which call for a prescribed, rather than empowered, form of ‘citizenship’ behaviour.  In turn, the idea of the ‘faith community’ is itself criticized for colluding with an acritical assumption that an homogenous ‘sector’ exists or can exist. 
Nevertheless, faiths have a long tradition of working in communities (see Prochaska 2006; Bowpitt 2007) and there is now a highly developed policy agenda which recognizes and seeks to work with this (CLG 2009) which is likely to expand still further in the context of the Coalition Government’s emphasis on the ‘Big Society’. This poses some challenges and opportunities to that long tradition. Key amongst these is how the faith contribution is understood, valued, used and demonstrated: in short, how it is measured.

Measurement has become increasingly fashionable in recent years. This arises from an emphasis on ‘evidence based practice’. The problem with measurement is that measurers need to know what they value before they do it. The challenge is to decide what that will be, and why. It is perhaps inevitable that faith groups, local partners and policy makers will have different responses to this. As I have suggested elsewhere, there are at least three different ‘narratives’ of faith-based participation in the public sphere (see Dinham & Lowndes 2008): while civil servants and their local counterparts might see religions as top-down pyramids, with faith leaders able to mobilise followers and release resources, the religions themselves would see themselves rather as webs of goals and relationships, among which some but not all would be directed towards public service.  A third model, derived from the idea of a Stakeholder Democracy as seen by New Labour, sees ‘faith’ as a sector within the voluntary sector, more like a segment of an orange, and needing to demonstrate the same sorts of professionalisms and expertise. From each of these perspectives, differing motivations, values, goals and aspirations are enjoined. The relationship between what is valued and what is measured reflects the differences in power which apply to each ‘narrative’. The measurements that get made will be the ones with the most power. Yet ‘value’ is often least recognized where it occurs in its smallest units, in local community settings. For this reason we argue in this article that what is measured in faith-based contexts must, at least in part, arise from the reflections and values of their own participants and narratives, at local level. This can allow them to articulate what they do in terms of what they value, and what they add. It can help them – and others – understand and recognize the contribution made by faiths and what, if anything is different or particular about it. In doing so it ought to serve as a process of reflection for faith-based actors themselves, as well as simply a process to prove to others their legitimacy as public actors, alongside the ‘mainstream’ voluntary and community sector, in a context which might be skeptical about their participation. 
Faith-Based Social Action 

There is a considerable amount of grey literature on faiths and social action generated by faith communities themselves, usually independently though occasionally with academic partners. Some have sought to highlight the distinctive role of faith-based activity and provide illustrative examples. Flourishing Communities (Musgrave, 1999) examines churches’ engagement with the UK Government’s New Deal for Communities program for neighbourhood renewal. The report makes recommendations for churches and government working in partnership. Challenging Communities (Finneron et al., 2001) uses practical examples to analyse church-related community development, including new opportunities and methods. In Faiths, Hope and Participation, (Lewis, 2001) the author identifies faith groups’ holisticism of view, their theological and practical motivations for change, their hopefulness and their wide reach as crucial factors in such work. Building on Faith (Finneron and Dinham, 2002) examines how faith buildings have been put to wider community use in areas of urban disadvantage. A Toolkit for Faith-Based Regeneration Practitioners (Ahmed et al., 2004), intended for theorists and practitioners, analyses the methods and thinking behind effective faith-based regeneration and practice.

Other resources seek to inform strategic development and insights and include Neighbourhood Renewal in London: The Role of Faith Communities (GLE/LCG, 2002), Faith and Community: A Good Practice Guide for local Authorities (LGA Publications, 2002), Faith Makes Communities Work (Smith and Randolph-Horne, 2000) and Angels and Advocates: Church Social Action in Yorkshire and the Humber (CRCYH, 2002). 

Another body of work seeks to demonstrate the impact and contribution made by faiths to aspects of civil society, especially in social action terms. In the South East, Beyond Belief (March 2004) claims that there at least two community action projects for each faith centre in the region. In the East, Faith in the East of England (July 2005) identifies 180,000 beneficiaries of faith based community development. In London, Neighbourhood Renewal in London: the role of faith communities (May 2002) identifies 7000 projects and 2200 faith buildings in wider community use. In the West Midlands, Believing in the Region (May 2006) reports that 80% of faith groups deliver some kind of service to the wider community. In the North West, Faith in England’s North West (November 2003) shows that faith communities are running more than 5000 social action projects. In Yorkshire and the Humber, Count Us In (2000) shows that in Hull 90% of churches are involved in social action and Angels and Advocates (November 2002) reports that there are 6500 social action projects in churches. In the South West, Faith in Action (Patel, 2006) demonstrates that 165,000 people are supported by faith groups in the region by 4762 activities. In the East Midlands, Faith in Derbyshire (May 2006) claims that, on average, churches run nine community activities.  

More recently there has been a tendency for research to emphasise the economic impact of faiths. A 2005 study commissioned by the North West Development Agency analysed the impact on quality of life and economic prosperity in the region by measuring the value of faith communities’ buildings and volunteers. The report estimates that overall faith communities in the Northwest generate between £90.7million and £94.9 million per annum to civil society in the region (North West Regional Development Agency, 2005). A more recent report examines faith’s contribution to social and economic wellbeing in the region. (NWRDA, 2009). With the South East region about to undertake a similar study, such an approach suggests there is value in measuring faith communities’ financial contribution. However as our 2007 review suggests, there are a range of other impacts on communities, as we shall see. 
Borrowing from economic analyses, others have sought to understand faiths’ contribution in terms of social capital. Faith groups are often seen as being ‘good at community’, at building invisible yet tangible threads of commonality between individuals which, in abundance, produce community, society or culture. This assumption is the basis upon which faiths are summoned to the public table as ‘containers’ of community cohesion. Notwithstanding well-rehearsed criticisms of ‘social capital’ (see Furbey et al 2006, for example), its definitional diversity and its ‘watering down’ for the policy context, there is much evidence to suggest faith communities are good at the ‘bonding’, ‘bridging’ and ‘linking’ forms of social capital that Gilchrist suggests make up the well-connected community (Gilchrist, 2004,p6) It has been suggested that faiths have a commitment to ‘peace, justice, honesty, service, personal responsibility and forgiveness which can contribute to the development of networks and the trusting relationships which characterise positive social capital’. (Furbey et al., 2006, p.10). Research shows that faith groups operate an array of formal structures for bridging and linking between and beyond themselves but also all sorts of micro level engagements that are harder to measure, but have an important impact on faiths effectiveness as bringers of social capital. (Furbey et al., 2006) Faith communities often provide the places and spaces in which people come together and it is often from such settings that social action for the benefit of the community ensues. Though not the focus of this article, it is important to look beyond ‘legitimate’ religious social capital which sees faiths as ‘social glue’’ and to recognize that faiths may also be sites of resistance, retreat and critique, just as they can also be bringers of conflict and terror. 
Problems of measurement
A review of the research (Dinham 2007) observed, across the range of community reports it took in, a wide range of terms and language used to describe the activities of faith groups, and a lack of agreement and consensus amongst them about what they are actually describing (see table A). The types and corresponding numbers of projects the reports associate with each are shown in tables A and B. 

Table A: Categories of Faith Based Engagement in England 

Advice and counseling

Alcohol abuse

Anti-Racism

Arts & Music

Cafes and drop-ins 

Campaigning 

Child related 

Children, young people and families 

Community support (credit unions, drop-ins, counselling, education, drugs, homelessness, crime prevention, ex-offenders) 

Crime Prevention 

Disability

Drug abuse 

Economics/shops/sales 

Education & training 

Employment & training  

Employment/social enterprise 

Enterprise 

Environment 

Faith buildings

Family support 

Finance, debt counselling

Governance 

Hard to reach groups

Health

Health & Fitness

Health & sport 

Homelessness & deprivation 

Housing 

Local forums of faith 

Local issues 

Lunch clubs & coffee mornings 

Meeting places 

Neighbourhood projects

Older people

Partnerships (services)

Partnerships (strategic)

Refugees 

Religious based groups 

Social activities 

Social capital 

Social enterprise 

Substance abuse 

Support groups (prison/hospital)

Support network 

Uniformed 

Vulnerable groups

Women 


Young people

Table B: Aggregate of Faith Based Social Action Activities
	Type of Social Action
	Number of Initiatives

	Child, family, young people
	1681

	Community support
	1595

	Education and training
	1126

	Arts and music
	1032

	Health
	671

	Homelessness and housing
	525

	Campaigning
	506

	Employment and training
	406

	Older people
	372

	Social activities
	305

	Alcohol related
	297

	Drugs
	292

	Crime prevention
	274

	Social enterprise
	240

	Advice and counseling
	239

	Anti racism
	227

	Support groups
	222

	Environment
	196

	Finance, debt and legal
	193

	Economic activity
	163

	Cafes, drop ins, coffee mornings, lunch clubs
	161

	Women
	104

	Transport
	99

	Local issues
	52

	Refugees
	44

	Men
	42

	Disability
	21


Source: These data are derived from a range of regional sources reviewed in Dinham A (2007) Priceless, Unmeasureable: faith and community development in 21st century England (FbRN). They are aggregated to give an overall indication of the frequency of the range of activities. They are not exhaustive. The aggregation is crude because there are currently no national data sets nor modes for achieving them which can ensure comparability

The lack of definition and shared language shown here inhibits shared understanding and comparability and, in turn, negatively affects the possibility of measuring and demonstrating value and, for that matter identifying any distinctiveness of the faith-based ‘offer’. This diminishes capacity for showing policy makers and funders the significance of faith-based work. Further, a growing emphasis on economic impact studies risks collusion with the instrumentalisation of faiths and an over-emphasis on a narrow canvas of concerns at the same time as implying, by their absence, that where economic impact accounts have not been put forward there is no economic impact. 

Whilst the evidence provides positive affirmation of the invaluable contribution of faith groups, wide-scale analysis of the breadth and depth of their impact is more problematic. Faith groups are often acutely aware of the need to express what it is they do, to demonstrate their value and increase their visibility. It is important to their power and influence that faiths in local areas can identify, demonstrate, discuss and develop nationally and, for that matter, internationally, the services they provide and the community activities they deliver in a coherent and widely communicable way. The identification and dissemination of best practice goes some way to explaining and interpreting faith-based contributions and challenging stereotypes. It can also form the basis of a reflective practice which takes account of a broader canvas of concerns than economic or policy evaluations might on their own achieve. With regards to an overarching analysis, our review highlights several methodological obstacles.

Language 

Firstly, many faith communities are doing similar activities but calling them different things. In particular many are conducting community development work without necessarily calling it that. As table A (above) shows, our review found at least forty-eight categories of activities in which faith communities are engaged, revealing the inconsistency of usage across the regions. For example, London reports 31% of projects are youth clubs or play groups and a further 6% deal with family support, whilst the report for the North East has the categories ‘children’ (7%) and ‘youth’ (15%), and no ‘family support’ category, but reports 41% of the projects fall into the very general category of ‘community support’, which includes credit union, drop-ins, counseling, education, drugs, homelessness, crime prevention and ex-offenders, some of which is presumably support for families. Another interesting example is the ‘campaigning’ category, which accounts for 13% of projects in the North East. Whether this category is to be construed in the traditional sense of campaigning on local or national issues, or refers to faith groups’ participation in partnership activities is not clear. This makes it difficult for projects to potentialise opportunities for partnership, linking, and sharing best practice. It also inhibits the engagement of wider public bodies and agencies. 

Comparability

This problem of language and categorisation leads to a problem of comparability. For example, what one faith group may describe broadly as ‘elderly’ projects, another may describe as ‘social’, ‘luncheon club’ or ‘health related’. In London the second largest category - ‘social events’ - is so general that it is likely to refer to a relatively wide range of activities including lunch clubs, befriending schemes and cultural events.

Because the terms used to categorise activities differ so much from place to place, and from study to study, it is very unlikely that the same things are meant from one conversation to another. This makes it impossible to identify quantitatively the level of projects of particular types, and the needs they reflect, in any one area. Likewise, it is hard to identify qualitatively what is meant by the type of activity described and, comparatively, how activities are distributed between regions, towns, cities and rural areas. This also inhibits the possibilities of, for example, comparing faith based activities to community needs as identified in indices of deprivation or in research informing community planning or local strategic partnerships (LSPs). At the same time, the lack of shared language also impedes communication of the contribution faiths make and the needs to which they respond. Yet, in a context where so many non-faith actors want increasingly to work with faiths, and where people in one tradition want to work with people in another, it is important that language is used which can cross the divides and is understood and shared as widely as possible. This is a major challenge for faiths and those with whom they work. 

Analysis  

This problem leads to and is reflected in an analysis challenge. Since data are analysed in highly differentiated ways from place to place, comparison and generalisability are very difficult. This resides in part in numerical differences. In the East of England, for example, data were gathered as percentages of numbers of projects reporting doing work in a number of pre-set categories (EEFC, 2005). Many respondents indicated positively to more than one category for the same work and this has resulted in a percentage total of many more than 100 in some cases. This makes numerical reading of faith based community activity problematic and the figures sometimes distort the reality. This can obscure the facts as well as damage the credibility of impact claims. 

Sampling

As well as differences in counting and presenting commonly, sampling methods vary drastically from one region to the next, too. For example, mirroring representation at strategic levels and in participative governance, Anglican and Catholic groups are more likely to have the resources and time to ensure their participation in research than smaller faith groups. In some cases sampling has been highly pinpointed. Elsewhere, it has been conducted following random, purposive, snowballing and accidental methods. We found studies which accessed samples through one or two ‘gateway’ faith communities which is likely to have circumscribed the reach of the sample. Elsewhere research was conducted within particular traditions, reflecting administrative boundaries which are different to those which would be recognized by public policy. 

Together and variously, these issues inhibit shared understandings for comparability, reflective learning, and demonstration of the contribution to funders and policy makers. They also inhibit communication between faith-based practitioners and their pubic partners in wider society. They can also forestall ways of relating activities to needs through the correlation of independent needs analyses to action. These are compelling reasons for re-thinking the ways in which faith based activity in communities is measured. We embarked upon a process of thinking about this in 2008, having in mind the development of a tool for measuring the contribution faiths make to communities. In the next section we will consider this process, which is ongoing at the time of writing, as a reflection of the challenges which inhere. 

Developing a Measurement Tool as a Process of Conscientization

Any deeply shared understanding of the value of faith based social action needs to embrace the concepts of participation and social justice that inform and motivate the social actions in question. Rather than an external evaluation of faith based activity, we argue for a ‘bottom up’ process rooted in a community development approach. A genuine shared understanding of the ‘faith contribution’ and its measurement can be best arrived at through a process akin to Freireian ‘conscientizing’ in community contexts (Freire, 1985).  In the context of the work under discussion, we refer to a bringing to the surface through participatory processes of what is being done, what to call it, what motivates it and what is valuable about it. This is inspired by Freireian thinking, following the values he espouses of empowering participation as a basis for learning and understanding one’s aspirations, talents and skills for meeting them, and the political context which determines the degree of power held over their exercise. This would, we propose, form the basis of what to measure or look for and how to account for that in a publicly transparent way. A research process rooted in critical reflective appraisal, set in an appraisal of the power to articulate findings effectively, thus seeks to help faith communities themselves to sharpen their understanding of their own work, to reflect constructively on their usefulness and effectiveness, what the challenges are and how things might need to change or develop. 
This focus on conscientisation sets the issue of measurability firmly in the context of a broad interpretation of ‘value’ to consider not only economic benefit, but other benefits too. At the centre of such an approach is the desire to capture the value of the ‘faith contribution’ from more than an instrumental perspective, to examine what faiths do as they see it themselves. It is to assert the power to be heard on terms other than those determined by policy-makers and funders, and at local level. A measurement tool must look beyond the narrow terms of the public services provided by faith groups to enhance the critical edge of faith groups by bringing into focus what they do more widely for the human beings and communities around them. Consistent with this focus is the recognition of the need to explore what faith groups need from partners in order to perform their public services better. As well as articulating what faith groups contribute to public life, such a process should seek to understand what additional resources, infrastructure and relationships they require to maintain and expand their work. Thus the ‘conscientization’ process is much more than a mere evaluation and demonstration of activity for the benefit of funders and policy makers. Neither is it merely a process of navel-gazing by people of faith fantasizing about a policy milieu which embraces their beliefs. Rather, measurement and evaluation are recast as a community process of value to faith communities and the reflective evolution of their practices, values and contributions more widely. 
Our expectation was that neither economic nor social capital analyses alone would capture the whole value. We began to seek to explore this with a broad based consultative workshop in Summer 2008 in which we used participatory techniques to draw together a basis for measurement. We wanted to ‘induce’ an approach which came from the bottom up and reflected and took account of those things which are valued by faith groups in community and social action settings, as well as to explore ways of achieving ‘measurement’ which are reflective as well as demonstrative. We report on this here to highlight the range of measurements which could be made. We hope to draw attention to how measurements reflect landscapes of power. We hope this will help measurers move towards a methodology, but we recognize that this is not yet a method. That is the next step.

The process involved a day-long workshop in summer 2008, followed by a wider iterative process with faith communities via the nine English regional faith forums. We invited 20 participants who were a mixture of faith-based community practitioners, community development workers in non faith-based settings, academics in community development and social policy, and policy-makers from a relevant central government department (Communities and Local Government). They were a purposive sample, invited because of their expertise and experience. The workshop was facilitated by a qualified community development worker trained in participatory techniques, which were used throughout to elicit and explore issues. In the first session we focused on eliciting key ways in which faith-based activity contributes in community settings generally. Practices were organized thematically by the group and each theme was organized in to a smaller number of ‘domains’. These were subsequently ascribed narratives, with indicative examples, to set out what they meant and what they might look like. These domains, with narratives, were shared with members of each of the nine English regional faiths forums, which work with faith-based community initiatives in their areas, via the forum directors. Their comments were incorporated iteratively. This should be understood as a process of research to understand what faith communities think should be measured and what values should underpin measurement approaches. It is hoped that this will  form a basis for translating this in to a method itself in subsequent stages. 

The process identified five key domains, in which faith-based activities should be demonstrated: Building community; Spirituality & well-being; Reach; Networks, reciprocity and trust; and Economic contribution. Each domain highlights a range of concerns relating to faith-based practice, and a possible menu for measurement.  
Building Community

This domain was identified as needing a broad interpretation of ‘community’ rooted in the community development principles of empowerment, participation and inclusion. Participants in the workshop felt that only a measurement tool which explored ‘community building’ in these broad terms would either capture the faith contribution or be useful to the faith communities’ own reflective learning and development. The group resolved to identify concrete indicators of ‘community building’ and wanted to consider the contribution that faith groups make to building community in the following specific ways: their contribution would be in neighbourhoods where people from a diversity of backgrounds participate; there would be a focus on how power and wealth is distributed, in keeping with social justice, through the organisation and provision of good services; people would have a voice that could be regularly heard and acted upon; needs would be known and met; there would be environmental awareness and responsibility; and people would feel happy and safe. Examples of indicators of these having been achieved were identified too and include: the provision of services and support to all the present faith communities and to people not of faith; faith groups are leading activities in the community which help people gain the knowledge, skills and confidence to participate in community activity; running groups that are led by faith community members (as opposed to clergy and leaders) or organising advice or training on skills for community leadership; providing occasions for people from different faith, cultural or ethnic backgrounds to meet and get to know about each others’ ideas and traditions; running local environmental projects focused on action as well as on motivations; and looking at the community’s level of engagement with local agencies and bodies and how that is received and experienced. 
Spirituality & well-being

Perhaps the more obviously faith-specific domain is that which relates to the contribution of a spiritual dimension in communities. Participants in the workshop saw faith communities as playing a particular role in promoting a general awareness of some of their most important ideas about being human together: for example, love, neighbourliness, generosity, forgiveness. In this sense they felt that they can contribute to an ethos, a general awareness or sense of meaning and significance in life, our responsibilities to each other and to the world. They identified the following as likely indicators that these contributions were being made: there are educational activities which teach the stories, wisdom, values and moralities of faith such as Sunday school or open workshops and seminars; there are activities which give a voice to the moral and ethical issues that concern faith communities and their connection to concerns articulated in secular settings; they try to influence what happens in the area by participating in formal bodies connected with government, holding consultation events or the production of reports or research; faith groups are challenging, through consultation or campaigning, decisions and actions which affect community members, both faith and non-faith, for example issues of health, transport, planning or education; they are visibly present through prison or hospital visits, social events and befriending schemes; they provide a focus for community celebration, grief and the marking of key stages in the life cycle. 
Reach

Participants in this workshop felt that faith communities are sometimes the only point of contact for some people in need with the wider community. They said that in many areas where they remain active there are groups of people that mainstream services and organisations have abandoned, forgotten or find ‘hard to reach’. This group felt this was an important part of measuring the faith contribution in communities and that a measurement tool should explore who an activity reaches, how wide the reach is and how deep it goes. Whilst records may show which groups in a community benefit from a service or activity, such information may only be available through verbal reports, which again highlights the need for a measurement process that talks to the people involved and listens to how it is experienced. In particular it is likely that some constituencies may not reach, or want to reach, services and initiatives in any other way than through a faith community. This raises important debates about whether, for example, single faith services, or services for women only, should be valued (and positively measured) where faith groups ask for them as a condition of accessing them. This in turn poses challenges for faith-based and other community workers whose concern remains to develop a close and relational community rather than facilitating ‘pockets’ of parallel experience. 

Networks, reciprocity and trust

This was expressed in the identification of a measurement domain which considers those activities which contribute to the relationships in a community, and beyond the community. Workshop participants were concerned with measuring the things people of faith do that help build those relationships. Our consultation suggested that the key elements valued by faith groups themselves are trust and reciprocity – knowing that people can be depended upon and that the contributions everybody makes will be shared for the wider good. As well as registering the relationships a faith group has with other bodies and networks, a reflective process should help groups to evaluate the level of trust and support generated within their community and in their wider networks.  Within this, some were concerned to move beyond the language of social capital, which they felt was very ‘market’ oriented and towards a greater emphasis simply on the relationships themselves rather than what they had to ‘offer’ to the successful community. For them, the relationships would result in community. 

Economic contribution

Faith in England’s Northwest: Economic Impact Assessment (NWRDA, 2005) found that the typical resources which faith groups and local inter faith structures can offer as part of the voluntary and community sector are, local networks, leadership and management capacity, buildings with potential community use and volunteers. Effective measurement of this contribution must include volunteer time as well as numbers of paid staff, use of buildings by the wider community (including that which is given free of charge) and the value created by tourism and heritage. The workshop we convened concluded that it is probably of value to measure and demonstrate the economic contribution but with two important caveats: first, that the measurement would be open to criticism for being somewhat contrived, speculative and inaccurate; second, that it overemphasizes the financial contribution made by faith groups in such a way as to obscure the relational dimensions which are at least as important. 

This reflective process led us to a number of conclusions. First, measuring, or identifying, what faiths do in communities can help them to demonstrate their value – and their needs – to the people they work with. This may include partners, funders, practitioners and policy makers. This in itself might augment their power as public partners and actors. Second, it can help faith communities themselves to sharpen their understanding of their own work, to reflect constructively on their usefulness and effectiveness, what the challenges are and how things might need to change or develop. 

However, we also found that there are some very valid reasons why such an exercise should be embarked upon with caution. First, why is it important that faith communities ‘demonstrate’ their contribution at all? Should we not simply accept that their role is valuable and additional on the basis of the differential evidence already available? 

Second, while it might provide faith communities with evidence to support their requests for funding and support, for some this could seem like ‘selling out’ – focusing only on the economic value, turning faiths into little more than deliverers of public services and, in turn, blunting their critical edge by providing money with strings attached. On the other hand, such a tool, rooted in the values of conscientisation, should enhance critical edge by bringing in to focus what faith communities do. 

Third, we could wonder how this tool might reflect all sorts of assumptions and normativities which are open to challenge. If we measure certain things, and forget to look at others, what will we be missing and how will that disadvantage those whose work is valuable but which the usual research tools miss? This reflects the power of measurement. It is also important in relation to the ways in which different faith communities are organised. Some are very structured. Many have clergy, officers or leaders who can be identified as the person to respond to research enquiries and evaluations. But for others it may be much more difficult to say who is the appropriate person to work with on research, and what the organisational context is that is being explored. In either case, the relationship between the ‘voice’ and the ‘voiced’ will not always be clear. ‘Measurement’ research should be clear about who participates in the sample and how they will be reached, and what this might mean for the sorts of data built up. 

Fourth, there is a danger that a research process of this kind might emphasise the ‘samenesses’ at the expense of recognising difference and diversity. By using standardised words and definitions to describe activities, is there a danger that we might miss some of the subtlety and complexity? In seeking to empower, such a process might inadvertently disempower by blunting local stories.

These questions boil down to the basic question, why seek shared language and methods at all? There are two main reasons and this is reflected in the fact that a subtle tool would look in two directions. In one direction, it should be focused on providing evidence to government, funding bodies and other partners of what faiths contribute. In the other direction, it supports faiths to think about the contributions they make in a systematic way that can help tell powerful stories and identify gaps and needs. In recognition of the situatedness and contingency of lived experience from setting to setting, the ‘domains’ approach we have highlighted would be intended to provide a framework for use in particular contexts. The core basics would be there and could be used in many contexts. But within that, it could be modified from the bottom up, sections missed out and questions added which make sense locally. That way there could be a core body of data which can be compared and shared across many contexts, but also a wider set of data which is specific to settings. 

Conclusion

The process we have explored is one which recognizes the normativities inherent in didactic research processes with single tools and modes of analysis. It also surfaces the power dynamics and risks inherent in the impetus to ‘measure’. At the same time we recognize the potential public value of a shared language and approach which builds understanding from the grass roots up, demonstrating value on the way, but more importantly, sharing round learning as widely as possible and, in the process, generating a space for reflection and evaluation of existing practices in community settings. This approach reflects the values of community development, broadening the terms of measurability to encompass things that matter to a fuller range of stakeholders, rebalancing the financial emphasis that dogs much evaluative research and promoting its ownership and generation by them and with them. It promises findings which demonstrate value clearly and comparably and on terms set by faith groups themselves. But it also leads to findings which can form the basis of active reflection in a continuous process of conscientisation. The challenge next is to move from methodology to method, and to imbue measurement with the recognition that it is in itself an act of power. 
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