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Abstract: This paper considers recent developments within local democracy in the UK regarding citizen participation and engagement with Town and Parish Councils. As the first tier of government and primary access point of democracy in England, Parish Councils have the opportunity to be deeply connected and responsive to their communities. However conversely, they are the least democratic of all tiers of government, primarily due to low election turnouts and regular co-option. We situate the paper inThe paper contributes to a broader the literature around improving citizen participation, considering specifically the question of how to encourage stronger engagement in local formal democracy in order to initiate vibrant participatory democracy within local representative structures. We use an innovative qualitative research methodology and a case study of the UK to find that many of the popular perceptions around Town and Parish Councils can be traced to issues of communication.  Consequently, we argue that engaging a more broader demographic, particularly through the use of new technologies such as Social Media or mobile phone Applications, may present a way forward to develop a vibrant local democratic sphere.
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Introduction
 
In the past few decades successive governments in the UK have sought to decentralise power from Westminster to the regions.  The latest incarnation began with the Liberal Democrat and Conservative Coalition government of 2010-15, introducing the Localism agenda and policy concepts such as the Big Society.  Over the duration of this process, Parish Councils in villages and towns have become increasingly significant in British local government policy in terms of service delivery and leading on neighbourhood planning (NALC, 2015). In light of this, it is important to understand more about the relationship between Parish Councils and their residents in order to improve democratic participation at this most local level.  
The research has two areas of focus. The first is to develop an understanding about what citizens think of their Parish Councils. Following this, and in this same area, we want to ascertain why people do not get involved in Pparish electoral politics, and what barriers people find regarding participating in Parish politics, and how it might be revived. As the first tier of government and primary access point of democracy in England and Wales, Parish Councils have the opportunity to be deeply connected and responsive to their communities. However conversely, they can be viewed as the least democratic of all tiers of government. Primarily this is due to low election turnouts, with the elections in May 2013 having a turnout of only 34.61% in Cornwall (Cornwall Council, 2016).  In the May 2015 elections, only 20% of  Parishes contested their vacancies in some parts of the UK and there is evidence of a trend towards co-opted councils to increase cost effectiveness (NALC, 2015). Further to this, in many cases, applications to become a Parish Councillor are so low that there often are only just enough candidates to fill available spaces, meaning that co-option becomes necessary.  This points to an urgent problem in local democracy, which this study seeks to resolve, diagnosing the problem, and In the following we address this problem and suggesting ways to make Parish Councils more inclusive.
The Utility of Strong Local Democracies
There are different kinds of civic participation.  Broadly, we can break this down to the informal participation of local public, private, and voluntary actors; and the formal participation involved in voting, standing for election, or campaigning for either a candidate or for particular changes in the locality.  As we see below, much of the literature on local participation tends towards emphasising informal politics, meaning that there is an urgent gap for academic study of formal community politics.
Vibrant communities with strong levels of civic participation are good for localities, good for the individuals that make up communities, and carries benefits that provide a good for the much wider body politic.  It improves life satisfaction (Chan, Ou, and Reynolds, 2014; Kelly, 2013), health (Boulianne and Brailey, 2013), and individual and collective efficacy (Collins, J. Neal and Z. Neal 2014).  Many of these affects have been theoretically collected around Robert Putnam’s (2000) version of social capital, whereby strong civic participation helps to develop networks that bind communities together and connect (or ‘bridge’) communities with other communities (Atterton, 2007).  Strong civic inclusion can have the ancillary effect of supporting well developed local economies, with a wealth of material connecting the social capital of civic participation to regional economic development (Shortall, 2004; Casey and Christ, 2005; Evans and Synnett, 2007; Lee et al., 2005).  Finally, strong civic participation by a broad range of actors improves legitimacy and importantly, perception of the legitimacy of political decisions (Johnson, 2014). 
Certainly for Putnam’s work, but also for the academic studies connecting civic participation, social capital, and economic development, the types of participation commonly envisaged here relate to involvement with community organisations, NGO’s, voluntary or interest groups. On a practical level, this means that citizens have multiple opportunities to get involved with a wide range of bodies delivering or making decisions which shape their communities. This idea follows the principle of governance over government (Considine, 2002; Kjaer, 2004; Stoker, 1998). Like-minded individuals also have the opportunity to form community action groups in order to address specific issues in their locality.  Opportunities for involvement in participatory democracy is potentially rich, although there are concerns that falling outside of the formal assent of elected systems, governance raises issues of accountability and questions with regard to whether an organisation(s) really speaks for the community as a whole (Bache and Chapman, 2008). 
Returning to the representative sphere of local political activity, there is evidence to suggest that the intensely close relationship that Town and Parish Councillors have with their localities and the people within them, means that these representatives tend to see their communities as a whole ‘living organism’ of social and environmental sustainability (Kambites, 2010). This provides opportunities to shape policies which are deeply resonant and responsive to their local cultural, built and natural environments. If Parish Councils are to play this role effectively, they need to be able to attract much greater involvement from the general public.  However, there is a strong indication of a trend towards a growing discontent with local democracy (Geurtz and Van De Wijdeven, 2010).  This resonates with the problems outlined above in terms of electoral turnouts, and the inability to adequately fill council seats.  This further indicates a strong level of civic disengagement which presents a potential democratic problem, negatively impacting on the real and perceived legitimacy of political decisions (Johnson, 2014).  
Aside from the benefits of citizen participation listed above, it also plays a crucial role for local democracy, ensuring that people feel more responsible for local services, affairs, and facilities (Michels and De Graaf, 2010; Johnson, 2014).  As people become involved, are listened to, and make their opinions and views counted, they have a sense of personal investment in the decisions made by and for their communities, with the added benefits of enhancing the legitimacy of decision making.  This is specifically important when public trust in elected local government can be very low (McIntyre and Halsall, 2012).  Moreover, having a diversity of opinions made available through strong levels of participation helps to avoid problems of path dependencies by injecting new ideas (Connolly, 2005).  Taken together, this means that strong local democracy is important not only for the abstract notion of democratic systems, but also for the strong benefits that it plays with regards to the community’s ability to actualise itself effectively and realise its potential. 

This is where the literature also becomes less helpful.  Studies aimed at improving civic participation in representative democracy recount problems of unequal power relationships between the actors involved.  Here, participation ends up becoming feedback on ideas devised at a governmental level, rather than helping to co-create the solutions (Michels and De Graaf, 2010), reinforcing hierarchies which can become a kind of ‘soft paternalism’, which infantalises communities (Moir and Leyshon, 2013).  When studies deal with the problem about how to improve participation in representative democratic systems, it tends to be with regards to bridging the links between civil society, community practitioners, and local government through improved forms of communication (de Graaf, van Hulst and Michels, 2015).  Guertz and Van De Wijdeven (2010) discuss the challenges and opportunities of bridging these divides.  They argue that through a combination of connecting arrangements, professional connectors, and steady political support; direct participatory democratic forms can work together with indirect, representative democracy.  Their solution is through enhanced participatory control in local projects, combined with working more strongly with institutions of representative governance.   Indeed, there is something very resonant about the way that people want to engage with political decision making about this suggestion.  Some research finds that far from desiring to be involved with the running of their communities, many people are happy not to be involved in general decision making, and prefer to become involved on specific issues that matter to them (McIntyre and Halsall, 2011).  This raises questions about the degree to which people want to be part of the slower, more stable structures of traditional government, when they might find the more flexible and fluid nature of participatory governance to be more appealing (see also Connolly, 2005).
The problem with regards to the British policy context is that it is these representative democratic systems themselves which need to be made more amenable to participatory democracy.  National policy is, and has been, creating an environment whereby Town and Parish Councils are required to take on a stronger role in their communities.  However, in order to do this, they need to foster greater local participation, both for enhancing the legitimacy and trust in and of decision making, but also for the instrumental reasons associated with a vibrant, participatory democracy.  
Local Government Policy in the UK
In political terms, local government in England is undergoing a process of radical reform. This can be traced back to the New Labour’s Third Way, which promoted citizen participatory involvement and ‘joined up thinking’, moving away from government and moving towards governance.  Part of the rationale for this was to get away from types of government which ‘did things to’ communities, towards viewing communities as active stakeholders who bear some responsibility for their own localities.  This might also be characterised as changing the emphasis from representative government, towards participatory governance.
The Conservative policy of the Big Society extended the earlier idea of active citizens, drawing on Edmund Burke’s concept of ‘little platoons’ to envisage a further retreat of the State as communities and their citizens became responsible for making decisions and delivering services in their own communities (Burke, 2009; Buser, 2013). In this model, strong, self-organised civic participation would enable the State to dramatically reduce in size, involvement, and reach into individual lives.  The Localism Act of 2011 was the Coalition government’s attempt to build on the previous Labour administration’s legislative architecture to achieve this goal.  
The Localism Act significantly enhanced the capacity of suitably qualified Town and Parish Councils in particular.  This was a new development in policy terms.  Whilst Local Authorities, or Primary Authorities had been subject to previous legislative attention – for example, the 1999 White Paper Modernising Government (Cabinet Office, 1999), Parish Councils were left out of governance reforms (Elwood, Tricker and Waterston, 2000; Elwood and Pearce, 2002).  Modernising Government called for greater participation of communities and individuals; devised strategies for ensuring that councils were better aligned to their communities and were more responsive to local needs.  However the White Paper fell short of enhancing the capacity of Parish Councils (Elwood, Tricker and Waterston 2000).  It was not until the 2006 White Paper Strong and Prosperous Communities (Department for Communities and Local Government, 2006) that real attention was given to ‘devolving responsibility from Whitehall to Town Halls’ (McIntyre and Halsall, 2011: 270).
Following this policy timeline, it is possible to see a radical shift in emphasis for executive decentralisation to a very local level.  Moreover, localism has to be placed into the context of austerity measures, whereby severe Local Authority (LA) cuts have added impetus towards divesting some services that were previously run by the LA to Pparish level government.  Parish Councils have been strongly encouraged to take on more responsibilities for services such as car parks, toilets, and grass cutting.  Indeed, Parish Councils have, under the Localism agenda and Neighbourhood Planning initiatives, begun to play an increasingly strong role in setting the strategic planning for their communities.  
In summation, this means that Parish Councils are situated within a zone of possibility. As the primary access point for democracy, in combination with their growing responsibilities, it is more important than ever to realise the aims of engaging more people at this level of politics. Decentralisation could be a pathway to a vibrant and reinvigorated version of politics. This however, is reliant on citizen engagement, with the potential for a converse implosion due to lack of funds, engagement and participation. As such, it represents both a shift towards greater participatory democracy and representative democracy.  It is participatory because individuals will need to play a stronger role in volunteering within the neighbourhood – both with regards to service planning and delivery; and volunteering to stand for the Council (Michaels and DeGraaf, 2010). Representative local democracy also has the potential for being strengthened by encouraging more people to both stand for and vote in their Parish council, whilst also taking an active role in considering the debates that arise as a part of the electoral process.  
This raises the question of how to encourage stronger engagement in Parish Councils – from which stems the secondary question of how to encourage a vibrant participatory form of democracy within local representative structures.  Currently the Parish tier of governance is badly under-researched in England and Wales.  We know very little about why individuals do, or do not participate, the real or perceived efficiency of this level of government, or how the Council’s function as institutional bodies.
To begin to address these problems, we worked with the Cornwall Council Localism team, who in advance of their May 2017 local elections, are keen to improve local participation. As a Unitary Authority and recipient of a Devolution Deal under the restructuring of governance in England (Willett 2016), town and Parish councils are a vital conduit between citizens, communities, and local government.  We aimed to answer the question in two parts.  Firstly, we wanted to understand what people thought of Parish Councils.  Secondly, we wanted to understand more about the real and perceived barriers to involvement felt by the research subjects.
Methodology  
Understanding attitudes towards and perceptions about Parish Councils required a qualitative approach to explore the phenomenological meanings behind statements and claims made by research participants (Mead, 1934; Blumer, 1969; Goffman, 1959).  Mead (1934) discusses this as a series of linked actions and responses which people make at a subconscious level.  Goffman (1959) describes this as a series of ‘performances’, whereby individuals adopt a specific set of sentences and languages when faced with particular situations.  Consequently, when presented with a question about why an individual does not do a named activity, a frequent performance of the interviewee is to express a lack of time.  We wanted to look beyond performed statements to uncover and explore the meanings that lay beneath.  For this,This was not available within a more standard approach to interviews in political research a conversational approach was required that provided the time and space for individuals to discuss their perceptions with an otherwise unattainable level of depth (Flick, 2004).
To meet this gap, and with the approval of the university ethics committee, we devised a conversational approach that could provide the time and space for individuals to accessibly discuss their perceptions with an otherwise unattainable level of depth.  We designed the research in a three two stage process.  Firstly, we wanted to explore popular perceptions of Parish Councils.  In order toTo generate a breadth of interviews providing a diverse range of positions, but with limited resources, we conducted this phase at the Royal Cornwall Show (RCS).  On a Saturday, the RCS attracts a broad cross-section of individuals from across a wide demographic of Cornish civil society.  The object of this research was not to provide representative data, but to understand the topic better, and a broad cross-section helped us to explore a range of views (Charmaz, 2006).  
In order to draw people into conversation and generate meaningful discussion, in the first phase we employed methods derived from theatre and performative research, enabling us as researchers to initiate dynamic and imaginative conversations, while also removing barriers to participation (See Heras and Tabera, 2014; Orlu-Gul, et al. 2014).  The idea here, drawing on interactionists such as Goffman (1959) is to break down the structured expectations of questions and responses, providing a new space for individuals to look a little deeper into what they really think.  Our method of doing this was to stop show-goers on a random basis and ask them to draw a picture of what they thought a Parish Councillor looks like.  This provided a playful hook as a means of starting a conversation about people’s perceptions of the Pparish level of government, and to encourage participants to move beyond more standardised responses. In this stage of data collection, twenty seven people were spoken to across seventeen separate interviews. Detailed notes were taken of the conversations which arose, meaning that data which was gathered in this primary stage consisted of detailed notes and a drawing.  In keeping with ethical procedures, all participants were informed as to the nature of our study at the beginning of the conversations, and completed a consent form.
In the second phase of data collection we were able to use the insights of phase one to inform much deeper interviews, in turn enabling us to explore the issues raised in greater depth.  The second phase of data collection was conductedWe worked with a Parish Council in Cornwall which over the past few years has proved to be extremely ambitious and keen to engage with reforms to local government.  However a number of councillors feel the need to step down before the next election (May, 2017), leaving the Council worried that they will not be able to recruit new Councillors.  This phase of data collection was split into two parts.
1. We conducted a one-to-one interview with the Chair of the Parish Council, to understand the changes that have happened over recent years, how the council and the community has responded to these changes, and the challenges and opportunities that this has opened up.  The interview was digitally recorded and transcribed.

2. A focus group with 5 individuals who currently are reliable volunteers on Council matters, but who do not wish to become elected representatives.  This group is interesting as they are fully informed and engaged with council activities – and yet are reluctant to stand for election.  These barriers were explored in the focus group, which was also digitally recorded and transcribed.

The purpose of the study and its analysis was to understand the narratives that were used rather than to generate generalizable material. Data was collected in the form of detailed notes, drawings and transcriptions. The material gathered was coded for commonly occurring themes and regularities, which were refined as the analysis progressed through processes of triangulationlooking at the statements that people made, and the kinds of languages that they used to make their descriptions (see for example, Foucault 1972), drawing lines of connection between the various aspects of the research. This enabled the issues outlined in the research problem to be viewed from many angles including different participants perspectives.  In turn this provides a more nuanced or balanced perspective relating to multiple people’s individual truths, increasing the reliability, and validity of the results, which are discussed below (see Yin, 2003; Charmaz, 2006; Strauss and Corbin, 2008). Care was also taken to avoid imposing our own meanings and interpretations on the data, something which the triangulation of codes throughout the collected data helped avoid. The research was conducted following the approval of an ethics application, with each participant agreeing to the sharing of their views in an anonymous way.
Findings and Analysis
The first area that we looked at in the data was to gain an understanding of what people think of their Town or Parish councils.  This provided a framework to situate attitudes towards increasing an individual’s participation in council activities.  Here, the findings take four key and interlinked themes: Perception, conflict, structure and communication.  The question of demography threads each of these. These themes are very important for understanding better the phenomenological meanings which underpin common phrases or received wisdom.  
In terms of a more quantitative analysis, the reason for not becoming more involved with the Council was most frequently articulated as a problem of time.  However in many instances, participant’s willingness to give their time was based heavily on perceptions about Parish Councils that they had gleaned from their own experiences, or from anecdotal sources.  Some people who felt they had no available time were currently already volunteering with many local organisations, validating their claims.  However on further questioning, this could also mean that they did not perceive further involvement with the Parish Council as a productive use of their time.  This might have been because of any one – or a combination - of the following themes. Finally, the following themes can lead to a sense of alienation between the councils and the community, which is not insurmountable, but needs to be addressed.
Perception
Parish Councils have a very strong brand recognition in so far as people generally know that they exist.  However this brand recognition does not extend to knowing what it is that Parish Councils do. Indeed, on occasions people muddled Parish and Local Authority Councillors with MP’s or even MEP’s.  This was particularly clear in the RCS interviews, where it was common for the research team to have to describe the role and function of the Parishes.  Such a lack of prior knowledge creates the space for stereotypes and inaccurate perceptions. In some cases these perceptions were drawn from media series such as BBC Radios 4’s The Archers; in others, gleaned from neighbours and peer groups.  The younger people interviewed were less likely to have a clear prior understanding of the activities of the Parish Council, and many felt a marked disconnect with local council activities. 
Most often, people told us that they thought councils were dominated by older people, typically retired older men, which impacts on the gendered imagining of local government (see Farrel and Titcombe, 2016). This perception was often supported by follow up statements likening them to old boys clubs, or ‘old fashioned types’. Further support for this can be found in the drawings from the RCS, which almost exclusively depicted older men.  The demographics of councillors was also something which was noted in the focus groups, in this case it was a feeling that the council was ‘too old’ and lacked full representative abilities because of the missing age and social groups which were elsewhere visible in the community. In both research settings, calls were made for younger people to get involved in the council as a means of making them both more representative, but also more accessible.  Indeed, when people feel that a diverse range of community voices are heard within local governance, it enhances the legitimacy of decision making (Michels and De Graaf, 2010; McIntyre and Halsall, 2012; Johnson, 2014).
Interestingly, one participant, a young man from the RCS (aged approximately 20-30) raised a challenge to this narrative. He had spent much time being active in his community and had friends that were Councillors.  This respondent was keen to present an alternative perspective, and drew two individuals, one male, and one female, both also young.  Generally however, even when people were being positive about the Council, participants tended to use words such as ‘old fashioned’ and associated with the activities of older people, and resistant to change, and ‘retired complainer’s’.   Conversely, one participant was very positive about the older demographic perceived to dominate Councils, as they had more longevity as opposed to younger councillors who tended to come and go.
Finally, although some participants believe that Councillors love their jobs, are friendly towards the community and involved in shaping positive change, other people had had bad experiences (particularly with regard to planning issues). This in turn led to participants reaching the conclusion that many Councils are dominated by NIMBY councillors who are primarily there for their‘mostly in it for their own business and interests’.  This lack of trust is an aspect that needs to be explored much further and is deeply connected to Putnam’s (2000) work on social capital mentioned previously.  Problems associated with lack of trust may, at least in part, be linked to national political discourses (i.e. the expenses scandal, and the contemporary debates on the EU Referendum) which lead to questions about the integrity of political representatives and their motivations for action.  This perception may also be symptomatic of a general feeling of dissatisfaction or frustration at not being able to make their own voice heard, for many reasons, and which ‘others’ or blames political leaders.  Ironically, one way of reversing this problem with lack of trust might be to improve the level and quality of civic participation (Lee et al., 2005; Putnam, 2000; Atterton, 2007; Johnson, 2014).
Conflict
This was an unexpected theme, and was partially linked to the perceptions of age and the councillor demographics, outlined mentioned above.  Conflict represents the extent to which individuals felt that participation in the council could affect their relationships with neighbours in the community.  This was raised on a number of occasions, usually by females, and which may go some way to exploring the under-representation of women in public life (see Farrel and Titcombe, 2016).  One man in his 50’s/60’s claimed that they were a ‘closed group and they shun the non-believers as it were’.  The problem is best related through the story of one woman in her late 30’s with a young family who was elected onto the Parish Council for a period of time.  This person felt that the policies and aims that she held as important had been at odds with the values and interests of the other councillors who were older and male (and more middle class).  In practical terms, it meant that she had clashed severely over competing and opposing priorities, which challenged existing hierarchies (Moir and Leyshon, 2013).  The families and children who she felt that she represented had less resonance with those that saw problems in terms of supporting the level of summer visitors and the businesses that were dependent on them.  The social and community costs for this participant were so large that it generated a feeling of negativity about the community as a whole, and subsequently contributed to her decision to move the family out of the village in which they had lived in for years.  She stated that ‘some councillors will fight you tooth and nail to stop you doing stuff they don’t agree with’.
The problem here was also articulated by a member of the focus group.  When the demographic split on the council is so polarised, and it is up to one or at best two individuals to voice alternative perspectives, a critical councillor finds little or no support for their points of view.  This risks leading to feelings of hostility and animosity, which is not conducive to harmonious community relations.  Part of the problem (and this links too with perception), is that some participants felt that unless you fitted with the general ‘look’ or ‘age-bracket’ of the council then your voice would not be listened to.  In one instance, the female participant had been a very active member of several civil society organisations within her community.  However, despite knowing and understanding the locality intimately, she had not engaged with the Town Council because she did not feel that she would not be taken seriously. The perception that this participant held was primarily due to the demographic differences between her and the Councillors.  This is despite the fact that some of the organisations that she worked with had been trying, in a similar vein to the example related by Guertz and Van De Wijdeven (2010), to bridge the divide between civil society organisations and representative democracy.  Further, and similar to the hierarchical difficulties (Moir and Leyshon, 2013) mentioned by other participants above, she felt that any challenges that she made to current orthodoxy would be unpopular with the Council itself. ‘They’ve got their way of doing things and I’ve got to live in this village, and I work here too’.  Taken together, this suggests that conflict may be linked to the perception that Parish Councils are resistant to change.  If new ideas about the strategic direction of the community are seen as too different to those held by existing civic leaders, this may unsettle individuals with a more conservative outlook.  This may especially be the case if the claim that Councils tend to be too old fashioned is justified.  Here, we might see a tension between older ways of doing things and the requirements of current times. 
In the parlance of social capital (Putnam, 2000) and echoing some of the findings of Atterton (2007), it may be possible to make the claim that in these instances there is excessive bonding capital between the councillors, which has created closed networks. In turn, this means that they are resistant to change, path dependant and struggle to follow ideas which come from outside their closely bonded network. The answer to which, following social capital theory again, is to develop ‘bridges’ outside of the closed networks, cumulatively enabling an opening of previously insular networks and Councils (see, e.g. Evans and Synett, 2007; Shortall, 2004).
Structures
The formalised structures of representative democracy are necessary as a means of ensuring openness, inclusivity, and transparency.  It also means that people who are familiar with the process find it easier to navigate the complex systems of local government.  However, these formalised structures can be (and are) interpreted as obstructive, with dominating rules and regulations (see, e.g. Moir and Leyshon, 2013). In both research settings, interviewees and focus group members had a perception that the structure of this level of government was oppressive, with many people choosing instead to spend their efforts working with community action groups which they felt were less dominated by procedure.  This raises a tension between the fluidity of informal participatory local politics, where individuals can contribute to the ongoing emergence of rules and ideas, and the more rigid sphere of Parish and Town Councils.  This also signals why other studies have focussed on increasing participatory, rather than representative governance (Graaf, Van Hulst and Micheals, 2015; Guertz and Van De Wijdeven, 2010), encouraging better links between the two strands rather than improving participation in representative local government.
Often claims to not have enough time to participate in Parish Council activities were articulated in terms of structures of some form or another.  For example, one contributor related that her husband had been a Parish Councillor, and enjoyed the work that he was doing in this role.  However, a complex period of work that involved much travelling meant that he had unavoidably missed three consecutive meetings, leading to him having to stand down from his position on the Council.  This was something that she believed to be stipulated in Council rules, and in this example at least, was strictly applied. At issue here is the perceived or real inflexibility of the structures of councils. Time would be less of a problem if council structures were more flexible and reflective of how contemporary society operates. A popular view is echoed by this male participant that ‘councils need to try and get more of their young professionals involved or on board’, and others highlighted the need for more While there were many calls for younger people, particularly younger professionals, or for peoplecouncillors who hadwith young families to get involved in Pparish electoral politics, these people all cited time constraints and inflexibility as the biggest impeding factor.
The inflexibility and rigidity of existing structures seems to work against people ‘dipping in and out’ of volunteering for the Parish Council.  Whereas people perceive that, outside of the formal sphere, working within a different participatory project or organisation they may be able to adjust their time commitment flexibly as time permits. Some also stated that they felt that their avenue of choice to make effective change in their localities was through community organisations.  Indeed, this appears to support the claims by McIntyre and Halsall (2011) that people prefer to get involved in community work over specific issues that matter to them. Nevertheless, when questioned on this, many people who had previously not been very positive about the work or the structure of the council, described good personal experiences of working together on projects. However, representative democracy and standing for election involves effectively signing up for a four year period, based on minimal information as to what the role entails on a day to day basis, the issues that they will be working on, and how this might affect a person’s life.  Indeed, people’s views on the time commitments and roles necessary to be a councillor varied vastly, ranging between a few hours a week and twenty or more hours a week. 
It is important also to bear in mind that the structures and languages used within Council processes, although existing for solid and defendable reasons, are outside of many people’s frame of reference.  This means that many people will find Council communications such as meetings and the presentation of minutes and notes – unfamiliar, alien, and very possibly a barrier to participation.
Communication
Communication emerged as a very strong theme and impacts on the perceptions underpinning the other themes. Many research participants felt that the communication they received from their Parish Councils was inadequate.  Indeed, many of the issues raised above might be considered to be, at root, problems of mis-communication.   We recognise that most Councils have existing means of disseminating information to the wider public, and that for the most part Councils are extremely keen to let the whole community know about all of the hard work that they are doing.  However, participants still articulated many experiences of not picking up the methods that Councils are using to communicate, which indicates that changes have to be made in some places.  When participants did pick up Council messages, they often experienced communication as only being one-way, effectively meaning that they register their Councillors as telling the public what they were doing and what was going to happen rather than inviting feedback or asking what the Community wanted to happen (see e.g. Moir and Leyshon, 2013).
This notion of the two-way nature of communication came up on a number of occasions, particularly with regards to when members of the community have tried to put new ideas before the council, or campaign for a particular policy or agenda.  On several occasions, participants or people that they knew had approached their council over a single issue, most frequently the development of public play areas for children.  The experiences that they related were that often their council had been slow, ineffective or obstructive, rather than open to suggestions for positive change. Many of the respondents relating these stories had developed very strong opinions regarding the subject, especially the effect it had on their children, for whom for most it was their first taste of what politics means. From one professional woman with teenage children ‘(he) has put a lot of personal effort in, with local children to get a skatepark built. They got nowhere despite ALL the effort’. This is a very important point to be made. Sometimes, when an individual begins a local campaign, this is their first first-hand experience of political processes in general, and local councils in particular.  People who launch a local campaign are also already politically motivated in some way, and may have the potential to become an asset to their communities. If they have a good experience (even if actually the council cannot help them), this will help them to have positive perceptions of local councils, and will increase their likelihood of getting involved in some way in the future.  Further, they are more likely to talk about Councils in a positive way, with the snowball effect that this engenders as people feel more listened to, they are more invested in community decisions and feel more responsible for local services (Michels and De Graaf, 2010). 
This is especially the case when children try to get involved in a local campaign.  One female participant who had only recently left full-time education, pointed out that children are one of the few groups in a community who live out most of their lives in that community‘when you’re a kid, its when you spend the most time outside in the community’.  However through age and voting restrictions, they are often excluded from local decision-making processes.  But pre-voting age young people are also a potential community asset and sensitive communication – especially with those who show an interest with local politics – is deemed to be highly important.  The fact that young people tend not to be involved in Parish politics does not tell us whether this is due to structures (which seem unappealing to younger people more broadly), or if this is an issue of personal choice, with young people approaching politics differently.
Moreover, less effective use of communication can misfire, leading to very positive things that the Council does becoming interpreted in very negative ways.  For example, one Council in a coastal area developed some kayak racks. This potentially was a huge positive and something which was of great utility for the community. However, this was also interpreted as an area of unease, because residents expressed that they hadn’t known about the new facility until all of the available spaces were taken.  This was further perceived as indicative that members of the council benefited from the racks more than other residents.  It is unlikely in this instance that the Council consciously intended to work to its own advantage at the expense of the rest of the community.  But this example does illustrate how easily positive actions can be misconstrued, creating negative narratives which undermine the relationship between communication and trust (McIntyre and Halsall, 2012).
Finally, elections are not only important for enhanced democracy, but also they are a crucial way for the potential new Council and the community to have a conversation.  People appreciate talking to campaigning candidates about their ideas, and the act of voting means that individuals feel that they have a stake in the Council itself.  Although managing to co-opt Councillors in order to avoid elections is a cost-effective act, it was not experienced positively by any of the individuals that we spoke to as part of this research.  Indeed, one person stated that ‘Old boys co-opt old boys and it (the inequalities) self-perpetuates.  PInstead, people considered often described co-option and the lack of elections as fundamentally undemocratic and an inhibitor to diversity which contributes to the negative perceptions that many people carried (see also Johnson, 2014). 
Going Forward
Communication runs at the heart of trying to improve participation in Parish Councils.  Good communication would encourage more effective participation in Council decision making, and might go a long way to reducing some of the obvious dissatisfaction that we heard.  It also might assist people to feel more welcome in unfamiliar structures, and certainly would help to ameliorate some of the conflict situations discussed above.  It would also help to ensure more accurate and positive perceptions of local Councils, which would help to attract a broader demographic.  This might go some way to ensuring that Councils and their communities mediate changing society, policy, expectations and environments in pro-active, positive ways.
In some regards, this feels a bit like a ‘chicken and egg’ problem.  A broader demographic is needed in order to help to modernise the Council’s, but different types of people are reluctant to get involved because they perceive Councils to be old-fashioned and as such difficult to get involved in.  Moreover, some issues mentioned above are easier to change than others.  For example, Council structures might be extremely difficult to alter, set as they are within legislation and issues of due process and transparency.  However, it may be possible to interpret or adapt the rules in line with a more contemporary understanding of the world, and good Parish Clerks may be able to assist significantly with this.
One of the key factors that emerged from this research, is that people do want to be involved in their communities, and they do want to help to make positive change.  But they also need to feel that this is an effective and productive use of their time.  Some people are satisfying their need to participate in local democracy through informal governance organisations.  This is an energy and dynamism that Councils need to be able to harness.
Clearly, enhancing participation in Parish Councils, and encouraging people to both stand for election and to vote when elections are able to happen; covers both short-term and long-term changes.  One suggestion would be to involve non-voting stakeholders (including those under-18) to be involved in the improving communication.  Low tech solutions might involve developing accurate and easily accessible descriptions of the roles performed by individual council members, advertising who councillors are and what they are doing.  These could form part of the Council online presence or local newsletter.  It is also really important that Council successes (and indeed challenges) are communicated in an interesting and engaging way.  Here, younger people might work with councillors, to help them to communicate better across generational divides. The additional benefit of this might be to help people to understand better the kinds of work that individual councillors do, supporting future involvement. This may embed young people and their families into council communicative networks, while also ensuring that the language used is accessible. 
While the changes suggested above are low tech, the dissemination of the information does not need to be so. In an effort to modernise the structures and systems of the Council, Social Media can play an important role in updating the perception of Town and Parish Councils, while improving its communication, engagement and in turn, participation.  Indeed, some Councils are doing this to great effect.  Social Media offers the opportunities for users to be constantly connected, both accessing and creating content which is instantaneously disseminated to anyone in the network (Ellison and Hardey, 2014). As a community tool for a Parish Council a ‘fan page’ on Facebook would allow multiple pathways of communication, which was one of the most sought for areas of improvements in our findings. Indeed, there are already cases where e-democracy has been a success as highlighted by Whyte et al (2006) who found that in Scottish community councils, ‘web based tools enable and encourage more people to have their say in local democracy than has previously been the case through community councils’, public meetings and communications’. Technology is ever advancing and to benefit from this Councils need to situate themselves within these contemporary spheres to both ensure resonance with all demographics, but also to take advantage of the numerous opportunities Social Media presents. Further to the use of social media, mobile applications, downloaded onto Smart Phones also provide opportunities to improve civic engagement and participation. A rural Parish Council in Leicestershire is at the forefront of this development, by creating its own ‘App’ – which mirrors the function of local government apps at a regional level (East Goscote Parish Council, 2016). Applications such as this provide handheld access to features such as a local calendar of events, notifications and instantaneous bulletins of news, online community forums, and spaces to upload and share photos of issues and events. The cost effectiveness of such technologies is also important to bear in mind when local government is still feeling the pressures of austerity measures. New technologies can undoubtedly allow new and diversified pathways for communication, however they should not be viewed as a panacea.  Indeed, used badly new technologies can be as alienating as some find the older technologies (such as newsletters) currently employed. more researchFurther study needs to be done to examine how to communicate more effectively using the effect of these kinds of instruments to improve community engagement and subsequently participation.
Conclusion
The need for strong civic participation is undisputed in terms of improving decision-making and its legitimacy, which is at the core of strong democratic systems (Johnson 2014).  However to date, the literature is mostly around participation in community governance organisations (Consdine, 2002; Michels and Degraaf, 2010; Guertz and Van De Wijdeven, 2010).  This is consistent with the research that we conducted as a part of this project, whereby community governance tends to fit the types scale which intuitively fits with people’s own imaginings of community action.  For example, many participants seemed to feel more comfortable with more flexible participatory models that they could dip in and out of.  However, this does not enable the strategic overview facilitated within local government – providing the opportunities for everyone to have a say in the future of the community, through voting mechanisms.  Consequently, it is vital that representative politics finds ways of including more people, better, within its formalised structures.  The challenge now for British Politics is about how to mediate the bridge between informal participatory politics, and Parish and Town councils.  The Towns and Parishes are ideally placed to reinvigorate representative democracy at a local level, but bringing these structures to fit 21st Century lives requires new ways of doing things.  The enhanced communication and better use of digital technologies that we recommend can be a starting point for a broader national discussion about the transformation of local government under the Localism Agenda.
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