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FOREWORD 

 
 
This report has been researched and written by Kira Baker, a final year 
undergraduate student at the University of Birmingham. The report was carried out 
as part of a student placement programme with Clarion Futures, under their 
Community Assets team.  
 
“I feel extremely grateful for the opportunities given to me by Clarion and for all the 
experiences and opportunities that have come out of this research report. My career 
aspirations are to work within the charity sector, or in a social work role, and I feel my 
experiences that I have gained through working with Clarion have really showed me 
another angle and perspective from which to look at these fields.” 

- Kira Baker, Impact Researcher on Community Assets in Housing Associations
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OUR RESEARCH QUESTION 

This report is centred around the fundamental research question:  

How do Housing Associations understand and demonstrate the 
impact or success of their community centres for their residents 
and communities  
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Impact  

We hope for this report to provide interesting insights, surprising conclusions, evidence of 
good practice to share, as well as recommendations in response to some of the barriers that 
centres have shared that they face.  
 
Overall, this report intends to give a fresh and updated snapshot of community centres, to gain 
insight into the specific impacts they are having on the most important people that they serve, and 
to pinpoint the next areas for development in this respect.  
 

Our intention was to take the broad term of 
‘impact’ and consider what that means when 
we apply it to a community centre. There is of 
course the awareness that ‘impact’ includes 
many other factors and groups of people, but 
this report will be specifically angled and 
tailored to the experiences of the residents 
and communities. 
 
We hope that the research and the 
presentation of its findings in this report will 
provide an in-depth and personalised 
insight into the importance that community 
centres hold in their role to serve and support 
their residents and communities. 
 
 

Financial  
Asset 
management 
teams 

Planners and developers  

Residents and 
communities 
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THE RESEARCH PROCESS 

This research was carried out through a series of one-to-one interviews, of roughly 
one hour in length, with either Clarion’s partners, or with officers from other Housing 
Associations across the UK. 
 
I would like to give thanks to the following individuals for participating in the 
interviews, and for adding their invaluable insight and experience to this project:  
 

• Adam Woodcock, Community Resource Coordinator, Magenta Living  
• Yasin Ahmed, Customer Engagement Manager (Communities), One Housing  
• Sam Kirkby, Centre Manager, Sutton Centre  
• Dawn Eastley, Community Development Manager, William Sutton Hubs 
• Elizabeth ONeill, Community Spaces Development Officer, Southern Housing 

Group Limited 
• Rachel Pearson, Community Assets Manager, Optivo  
• Charlotte Woollard, Community Independence Manager, Yorkshire Housing 
• Stephen Craker, Chief Executive, Communities 1st 
• John Gleeson, Head of Funding & Innovation, Southern Housing Group 

Limited 
• Danny Chappell, Community Assets Facilities Officer, Clarion Futures 
• A representative from Chichester Community Development Trust 
• A representative from Communities 1st 
• A representative from St Hugh’s Community Centre  

 
Of course, the variety in backgrounds and experiences of these participants requires 
us to outline several considerations to be made when substantiating all of their 
responses in this report.  
 

• Firstly, there will be variations between Housing Associations and 
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communities, including their size, how they are run (e.g. more so by staff or 
volunteers), and geographical location (Charlotte Woollard, for example, has 
centres spread at far distances from each other across Yorkshire, whereas in 
Hackney, London, John Gleeson reports of several centres in the local area 
being in close vicinity to each other).  

• There will be differences between interviewees as to the reasons and 
motivations for their organisation’s measuring of impact- for example, they 
might be doing so to meet a particular quota, or to meet requirements of 
potential funders, or they might be doing it for genuine interest from staff. 
Charlotte Woollard and Yasin Ahmed, for example, both shared that they were 
currently in the middle of a review of their centres.  

 
It is important for this report to keep these considerations in mind throughout, so as 
to not make generalising conclusions or to present a one size fits all conclusion to 
the running of all very different community centres and projects.  
 
Readers of this report should be aware that any recommendation made from this 
report should be adapted to one’s own individual circumstances.  
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The discussions that entailed in each interview were all individual to each other and 
did vary, however they were all guided by the following questions: 
 

• ‘Can you give me a background to your organisation and your role within it? 
Also, can you tell me about your community centre(s), eg location, how it is run 
and who by, who are your main users, information on the surrounding 
community and its needs.’ 
 

• ‘Do you think centres and what they mean to people have changed over time? 
Have you experienced any changes during the course of your role?’ 

 
• ‘What do you consider to be the “impact” that you want your centre(s) to 

achieve? Do you have any goals for the centre(s) to achieve? Or any shared 
idea of the potential for the centre(s)?’ 
 

• ‘Following from the previous question, do you have any methods or strategies 
in place to track the centre’s progress towards achieving these goals or 
potential? Essentially, how do you know if the centre is doing well, or not so 
well?’ 

 
• Examples of case studies that illustrate the impact of a centre upon a certain 

individual, group of people or community.  
 
• ‘What barriers, if any, do you encounter that might prevent the centre from 

achieving their desired impact?’ 
 
• ‘What do you consider to be most important to a successful community 

centre?* 
 
 
*This question was guided by another study that I had read previously in my initial research 
stages. My aim was to build upon the recommendations and summaries given in this report by 
asking participants if they could recognise any gaps in its information. More details on this report 
can be found on page 
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SUMMARY OF FINDINGS AND 
RECOMMENDATIONS 

Before expanding on interviewee’s responses to these topics, the report’s key findings are here 
listed below: 

• There was common agreement with the idea that the main purpose of community centres, 
and when they are most successful, is when there is community engagement-  by and for 
the community.  

• Examples of successful community centres/ community projects illustrate that the 
community centre can be used as a springboard for encouraging further engagement with 
residents and communities.  

• There was agreement by the majority that common perceptions towards community centres 
have changed over time- this includes perceptions by hirers, by users/residents, and by 
surrounding communities.  

• Lots of interviewees expressed the desire for social value to be an intrinsic part to every 
member of their team.  

• 100% of participants listed the valuing of community to be one of the most important things 
for a community centre.  

• There were contrasting opinions around the positives and negatives of incorporating the use 
of digital technologies to community centres.  

 
Some of the key problems/challenges identified were: 

• Finding that initial engagement with groups of users.  
• The rigidity for change that might come with inheriting old models of centres.  
• Not having an office space.  
• How to utilise available volunteers, or negotiating a potential lack of volunteers.  
• Finding efficient ways of measuring impact.  
• The need to rebuild or redevelop centres, against financial restrictions.  
• An overpopulation of centres in certain areas.  

 
Finally, a brief outline of some of the report’s key recommendations: 

• Encouraging collaboration and shared practice amongst centres and Housing Associations.  
• Ensuring that social value is introduced and engrained in all aspects of a Housing 

Association, even where it appears the link is not directly relevant.  
• Understanding the benefits of incorporating digital technology, but ensuring that it is used as 

an enhancement of a community centre, rather than a replacement for its previous services.  
• Encouraging rebuilding and redevelopment, but only where necessary.  
• Creating more effective volunteer systems.  
• Charging money for events put on by the centre to create better turnout and engagement.  
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UNDERSTANDING IMPACT  

To begin to answer our central research question, we must examine the terms 
‘community centre’ and ‘impact’ and explore what they really mean and how they 
intersect with each other. 
 

Impact                                                                 Community centre 
 

Finding intersection between 
community centres and impact on a 
first glance seems simple. Before 
undertaking this research project, I had 
the preconception that the impacts of 
community centres were self-
explanatory; in the name “community.” 
Essentially, I perceived community 
centres as places that put “stuff” on for 
the community, without really knowing 
what this “stuff” was or its importance. 
From talking to interviewees, who are 
experts in this field of knowledge on 
community centres and their 
importance, I have discovered that 
understanding the impact of community 
centres for its users does not have to 
be any more complex, but that it means 
so much more than just going to a 
centre to do “stuff.” 
 
In conversations in interviews, the 

participants shared what they ultimately 
want for their centres, what they want 
their impact to be, or what they 
consider their centres have to look like 
and be doing for them to be successful. 
The general consensus was that 
centres should ideally be busy, and 
delivering the services that people 
actually want.  
 
For Adam Woodcock from Magenta 
Living, a successful community centre 
should be “used, open and 
accessible.” Charlotte Woollard from 
Yorkshire Housing seconds this, 
explaining to me that she would like to 
see several of their centres become 
more well-used to their potential. Yasin 
Ahmed from One Housing describes 
this as creating “vibrant community 
centres,” which I think provides a good 
image for a community centre showing 
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success. 
A representative from Chichester 
Community Development Trust 
highlights how community centres do 
not only impact residents and 
communities by serving them, but more 
crucially from serving their interests; 
“community development is not 
about putting things on for people; 
it’s about reacting to what people 

want.” Yasin Ahmed also values this 
as central to a community centre’s 
impact, perceiving centres as having to 
be “by and for the community.” 
Yasin refers to such a structure as 
forming a golden thread from the 
grassroots of communities all the way 
up to the Housing Association boards; 
a culture where residents can be in the 
driving seat.

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

“by and for the 
community.” 
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CASE STUDIES

During the interviews, all of the participants shared some interesting stories from 
their centre(s) or a particular project/event run by a centre. Some examples are 
included below, which very effectively brings to life the meaning, importance and 
impact of community centres for those whom it serves. 
 

The Sutton Centre 
“One of our biggest successes is our cleaner. She has lived in Sutton all her life, and 
only interacted with us for the first time during lockdown, where she received fruit 
and veg boxes. She later then joined our back to work programme, and is now 
employed by the centre as our cleaner and looks after the facilities. She is 30/31 
years old and has never worked up until this point, so she just needed that one bit of 
experience and confidence. Her involvement with the centre has improved her 
wealth, and also her health, wellbeing and overall outlook significantly. From that, 
she has had a ‘domino effect’. Because she is a Sutton resident, we then got many 
more people connected to the centre. Employing someone locally has grown the 
residents’ ownership of the centre. All of her children are now involved, for example 
in the centre’s community ambassador programme, which they never were before. 
So, her whole family are involved in something positive most days of the week. All of 
this has started from a fruit and veg box.”- Sam Kirkby  
 

William Sutton Hubs  
“Three or four years ago, Clarion funded a digital futures programme to get people 
connected to the internet. Our group started off with five or six war veterans, who all 
knew each other and suffered from PTSD. The volunteer that helped to run the 
sessions was coincidentally also an ex-military. This group grew in size, getting more 
and more veterans. During all of this time, they didn’t necessarily learn more about 
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computers, but they consistently came for the support and social interaction. It made 
a big difference to them. One of them learnt how to create his own Facebook 
account, and ended up setting up his own Facebook support group for these 
individuals. So, in a way, this was an impact of what we started with. In the main, it 
tends to be about support and friendship- they would be lost without it.”- Dawn 
Eastley  
 

Southern Housing Group Limited  
“We’ve just had a brand new centre built in Tower Hamlets. Having a conversation 
with one of the residents, she wanted to set up a coffee morning for the Muslim 
women residents, and so Southern Housing gave her the help and guidance to do 
so. They are now this new centre’s first regular group. The women are already 
suggesting setting up a mother and baby group, as well as strength training classes. 
Through supporting them initially in getting the seed planted, it has been able to 
evolve so much. It’s about building relationships, both with the tenants and the 
organisations.” – Elizabeth ONeill 
 

St Hugh’s Community Centre  
“I brought in a new hirer who offered support for new mums. She is a local mum who 
got a couple of hundred pounds of funding. The group is really growing. Some 
members cry, they haven’t had any sleep, but everyone around them is there to 
support them. You can see that they’re going to build some links that will continue for 
many years.” – A representative from St Hugh’s Community Centre   
 

Optivo  
“We worked with a local food charity called Dom’s food mission, who have got 
agreements to take away excess food from supermarkets in the area and redistribute 
it. They set up a collection point at one of our centres, and we had queues of people 
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coming to collect bags of surplus food. Through this, people developed a sense of 
community through chatting and talking to each other. We got local play 
organisations to come in to give out activities and packs for children, as this was 
during the time when families were home-schooling. We also had other people 
bringing things in, like bags of books they thought other people might want. Although 
the initial project was about sharing excess food, it did bring this sense of community 
and finding other activities and links for that community. People were telling us that it 
was the only time they were leaving their house and talking with people. By having 
that weekly contact with people at a time when they were isolated, we really got to 
build up relationships with some of our residents who we wouldn’t normally see for 
activities. We are still building on those relationships now, so hopefully more impacts 
will come to be seen too.” – Rachel Pearson  
 

Communities 1st  
“In May 2017 Communities 1st (previously Community Hertsmere) designed and 
created a Community Sensory opened by Mayor Cllr. Brenda Batton on Monday 23 
July 2018. It was funded by a grant from the Tesco Bags of Help scheme, co-
ordinated by Communities 1st and built by ENGIE with support from Mangan’s 
Construction Ltd. 

  
The garden was started to generate a sensory space for local residents in the 
Farriers Way area and provide training and volunteering opportunities for individuals 
ages 16 years and over, including gardening courses run by ASCEND. During the 
lockdown period it also offered an invaluable outside space to local people where 
they could escape social isolation and interact with the community. The main users 
of the sensory garden - a local nursery, community group supporting people with 
disabilities, Live Well, an older person’s group, and local residents - were engaged 
and consulted on the garden’s design and function.  
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The garden includes accessible raised beds with mixed herbs, vegetables, flowers 
and grasses. The space is used and looked after by different community groups, 
allowing them to interact and create a feeling of local community.” – Stephen Craker 
 
Whilst these examples differ in location, background and size, they all 
share stories of centres that positively impact their residents and 
communities by providing activities and services that are created by and 
for them. All of these examples show in individual ways how the centre 
functions as a physical space, so as to facilitate for all these activities and 
aspirations of people to become a reality. Those running the centre and 
facilitating these activities can be seen as playing a coordinating role in 
these examples. 
 
Taking these conclusions in mind, this is what the report really wants to 
hone in on: taking this term of ‘impact’ and applying it specifically to the 
angle and perspective of the residents and communities, with this 
knowledge of what the centre means to them individually and as a whole 
picture.  
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BUILDING UPON PREVIOUS LITERATURE  

To help build my basis of knowledge 
for this project, I read several articles 
and pieces of literature on community 
centres and their effectiveness. At 
times, I felt that some of the awareness 
for the real emotion at the core of these 
centres was missing from these 
reports. Of course, considering the 
financial and the management aspects 
are absolutely integral to any 
community centre, and without it the 
centres would be incapable of then 
having this impact on residents and 
communities. However, I felt that some 
reports could be more effective if they 
discussed these factors, in 
conjunction with the social value and 
impact aspect.  
 
A short report by Power To Change 
from March 2018, titled ‘What works: 
Successful community hubs’ listed the 
following three factors as being most 
important for any community centre to 
be successful: 

• Financial self-sustainability  
• Motivated staff and volunteers  
• Forming and maintaining strong 

partnerships  
The full report can be found here: 
https://www.powertochange.org.uk/wp-
content/uploads/2018/03/Report-14-
Success-Factors-Community-Hubs-
DIGITAL.pdf  
 
I felt that a certain emphasis on the 
residents and communities was 
missing from their report. Whilst, to 
their credit, they did discuss community 
engagement under the ‘forming and 
maintaining strong partnerships’ 
section, it was discussed alongside 
other partnerships, such as service 
providers and how this can diversify 
income. I felt that the discussion of 
residents and communities ought to 
deserve its own separate title as a 
factor for successful centres.  
 
During the interviews, I summarised 
the report to the participants and read 
out to them the three listed items. I 
then asked them the question: 
“Do you agree with the three items 
listed here? Do you feel there is 
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anything missing from this list? If 
you could add a 4th item to this list, 
would you, and what would it be?” 
100% of the participants agreed with 
the three items listed, and agreed that 
they felt they too were the most 
important to their centres.  
However, 100% of participants also 
contributed a response when I asked 
them if they would add a 4th item to the 
list.  
A representative from Chichester 
Community Development Trust 
included dynamic and good leadership, 
Elizabeth ONeill highlighted the 
importance of having good facilities 
including IT, both Danny Chappell and 
Rachel Pearson highlighted the 
importance of practicing good health 
and safety and repairs and 

maintenance, and Charlotte Woollard 
encouraged new ways of imaginative 
and innovative thinking. All of these are 
interesting and helpful actions for 
improvement.  
 
An overwhelming majority of responses 
listed a fourth item that came under the 
broad category of community 
engagement and community 
representation. Some of their 
responses are listed below:  

• “Effective representation from 
the community; to 
communicate with them and to 
ensure they have buy-in.” 

• “Bespoke services to the local 
community.” 

• “Positive relational connection 
to the community.” 

• “Creating a personal service”
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

“If the community do not 
like it, then what’s the 
point?” 
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Herein lies this report’s first conclusion:  
To build upon work already done on improving and developing community centres, I 
would suggest that greater emphasis is needed on engaging communities. The 
notion of “partnerships” should first and foremost consider the partnership and 
relationship between centre and community. In this way, corporate benefit can be 
married up with the social purpose of these spaces. To quote from Stephen Craker, 
“You might have those three items [listed by the Power to Change report], but 
if the community do not like it, then what’s it worth?”  

 

Sharing good practice: The Sutton Centre 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

My conversation with Sam Kirkby from the 
Sutton Centre really evidences the 
benefits to be had for all when a centre 
develops the best relationship with its 
residents and community. 
 
Sam recalls that something was recently 
stolen from the centre. This was reported 
to their residents, and through the power 
of the community the item was returned 
the next day. This is a perfect example to 
illustrate the trust and high regard that 
residents and communities hold in their 
centre. Sam has clearly helped to foster a 
great relationship from the centre to its 
community, for the community to take 
ownership of and really feel like it is theirs 
to be proud of and preserve.  
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THE 21ST CENTURY COMMUNITY CENTRE  

In order to get a snapshot of the impact of community centres, we also need a 
snapshot of the ever-changing prospect of the 21st century community centre. 
 
Upon being asked if they thought community centres and what they mean to people 
have changed over time, there was an overall majority who agreed and outlined 
either changes they had experienced or the need for changes to be made.  
 
Dawn says, “We have spent many hours thinking, what does a 21st century 
community centre look like? Over the last 7-8 years we have done a lot of soul 
searching and there is no doubt that it has changed.”  
 
Listed below is a summary of the changes to be expanded on: 

• Model of community centre 
• Changing perceptions  
• Impact of Covid-19 
• Volunteering  
• Technology and digital inclusion 

 

Changes to a centre’s model and what we want it to deliver  
 

There was feedback from participants that what they want their centres to deliver for 
their residents and communities has changed, in reflection of societal and cultural 
changes over time. Dawn highlights that it is “a constantly changing arena.”   
 
Several participants highlighted that one of the areas holding them back from making 
these changes in delivering to the community is the traditional model of the 
community centre that they are inheriting. By ‘traditional model’, we are referring to 
the one room/hall community centre, built in the 60s and 70s. Stephen Craker 

“there is no doubt 
that it has changed” 
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suggests that things need to be different because circumstances are different to what 
they were in the 60s and 70s, with a more diverse range of users of the centre and 
activities to deliver. Stephen says that we can no longer rely on the model of a one-
room hall being stuck onto a spare bit of land; that now we require several rooms 
with several activities going on, and a café on the side for example. Adam Woodcock 
also agreed to this, stating that while some of their centres are still thought of as 
“traditional”, the majority can be seen as community hubs rather than centres, 
with diverse groups coming in and having informal chats.  
 
Yasin suggests that this traditional, one-room hall model still holds influence today, 
presenting certain challenges. He says that some local authorities are still focused 
on recreating this model when building or rebuilding an estate, and as a result they 
have become “white elephants around the country.” It would appear that changes 
within and amongst society mean that the community centre has to change, but that 
its traditional model is no longer necessarily fit for purpose.  
 
Participants’ responses would echo this: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Speaking with Danny Chappell from Clarion, he certainly understands the need for 
new models and design. He highlighted how centres need to be designed with space 
management in mind, often giving centres a fresh, blank canvas so it has the room to 
be adapted to the ever-changing societal context. Amongst the changes necessary 
to keep in mind, he mentions digital inclusion so as to keep things fresh and inclusive 

Over 61% of participants wish 
to either rebuild or redecorate 
centres, to expand centres to 
create more space, and/or to 
get an office space. 
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for the youth, as well as the potential for electrical charging points in centres’ car 
parks as a new source of income, as potential areas to develop for now and the 
future.  
 
Danny does highlight, however, that there “does need to be give and take” when 
redeveloping and refreshing community centres. This is something that Charlotte 
Woollard also agrees to, suggesting that it would desirable to refresh and rebuild all 
centres if we could, but that this is not feasible and so it needs to be necessary. 
  
A particular example of a centre that I would argue is especially necessary to 
redevelop is Farrier’s Way. This centre has a hall, a training room, and a shared 
kitchen facility. Stephen Craker has raised concerns that a men’s group using the 
shared kitchen can see through its window onto a female exercise class that takes 
place at the same time. This is an example of the need for redevelopment that is not 
just desirable, but necessary.  
 

Changing perceptions  
We can group these under three 
categories: 

1) Perceptions by the community 
towards the centre 

2) Perceptions by the residents and 
communities towards each other  

3) Perceptions by the hirer towards 
the centre 

 

The community towards the centre 
Lots of feedback from the interviews 
pointed towards perceptions by the 
surrounding communities of community 

centres being old, outdated, and having 
nothing attractive or enticing to make 
them think that a community centre 
was a place for them. Dawn highlights 
previous views of the centres as 
“dusty old community centres”, and 
Charlotte also said that she holds 
recognition with this term. Sam also 
said that centres have previously been 
viewed as old-fashioned.  
 

However, several participants have 
said that one of the positives to come 
out of the Covid-19 lockdown 
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experience was that community 
centres regained their influential 
position at the centre of a community. 
Sam said that the impacts felt by Covid 
created a need for reconnecting, and 
that the centre stepped in again as the 
focal point for this to take place. Dawn 
has experienced an increase in interest 
from the community to get involved in 
events since Covid, particularly with the 
50+ age bracket. 
 
I think that the impact of Covid has 
encouraged us to see more of the 
value in what is on our immediate 
doorstep. People seem to care more. 
We feel more connected to our smaller 
communities whilst being connected 
nationally through the epidemic. 
Perhaps it could be analysed, then, 
that community centres have regained 
their old role of supporting people in 
the local community, but in a new light, 
in face of new challenges.  
 

Attitudes between residents, local 
communities and nearby 
communities 
In my conversation with Charlotte 
Woollard, she raised some really 
interesting and important points. She 
highlights the need to change 
perceptions and to change the culture 
around the idea that, for the customers 

linked to the centre, it is solely “their 
centre.” She says that their centres 
need to change from being a reserved 
space because, “if something only 
serves a closed community, it will 
then fall out of use.” Charlotte tells 
me that she doesn’t know what the 
surrounding communities’ perceptions 
are of the centres or if their services 
could be useful to them. Charlotte is 
now looking at the demographics of the 
community, such as where the family 
housing is and where young people’s 
services are. Charlotte mentioned that 
she would not have undertaken such 
research before, which in itself is a 
testament to the fact that attitudes are 
changing, that there is recognition of 
the fact that the impact of community 
centres can extend to both residents 
and to local and surrounding 
communities.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Yorkshire Housing community centres 
are scattered geographically, and so 
although they are a big presence in the 
local community, Charlotte highlights 
the need for a much bigger model to 

“if something only serves a 
closed community, it will then 
fall out of use” 
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ensure inclusivity. John also makes 
some points that echo those of 
Charlotte, despite the differences in his 
geographical location of London and 
their vicinity to other communities and 
centres. He says that he is glad of the 
amount of resident ownership that their 
centres get, and recognises that they 
are quite entitled to that, but that at 
times it can get territorial and emotive. 
He gives an example of a centre in 
Hackney where a resident slowly took 
over the centre, it becoming more of an 
extension of their home. This isn’t 
allowing the centre to reach its 
potential impact.  
 
There are many benefits to be had 
from changing perceptions of territorial 
areas that cannot be crossed or 
exchanged. It unfortunately leads to 
situations where a member of the 
surrounding community, who might 
really benefit from a particular project 
or group that the centre is running, 
cannot access it simply because of 
their postcode. If we were able to break 
down boundaries, it would also break 
down prejudices. It would really 
encourage community cohesion, and 
both resident and community, and 

community with another community, 
would mutually benefit off what they 
could offer each other. I think that 
Charlotte’s ideas of going out further 
into the community, carrying out 
research and engaging with different 
groups to see if they could in any way 
benefit from their centres, is an 
excellent example to be following. 
 
My conversation with a representative 
from St Hugh’s community centre can 
evidence these conclusions. The 
changes they have experienced from 
taking over responsibility from trustees 
has meant their activities have 
expanded out from the residents to 
now 5-10 miles out of the local area.  
 
The hirer towards the centre  
Dawn highlighted a preconception that 
hirers hold towards community centres 
that should be challenged or 
negotiated: that if something is 
community-based, then it must be free, 
or very cheap. She gave the example 
of Slimming World, a private franchise, 
who want to hire out their centre for 
such a small fee. 
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The impact of Covid-19  
One cannot ignore the impact of Covid-19 and lockdown when considering any 
changes to the circumstances of community centres today.  
 
These were the common responses that participants gave on changes they have 
experienced since the pandemic: 

• Hirers not returning- either because they have stopped working or because 
they have continued offering their service online. 

• Residents and other users not returning. One local resident from a centre in 
Bow, London, who runs their bingo club said almost 50% of members never 
returned to the club after lockdown due to fear. 

• On the other hand, others experienced an increase in usage and engagement, 
particularly with food projects during lockdown where this was people’s chance 
during the day to see someone.  
 

Volunteering  
Changes to volunteers is an area that branches off of Covid-19 impacts. It seems to 
be something that has been both positively and negatively impacted by Covid.  
On the one hand, several participants said that they experienced a surge in 
volunteers in the beginning of the pandemic. The effects of lockdown made people 
pay attention to what was right on their doorstep and to the needs of their local 
community that they were a part of, now that they couldn’t travel further afield.  
On the other hand, the long-term effects of Covid mean that, now that people are 
returning to work, they often must work more days or more hours to make up for the 
cost and everything that has been damaged. Dawn Eastley considers this to be a 
particularly troubling area for concern- for her, getting momentum for volunteers is 
not the issue, it’s that the longer the people have to work, the more we are going to 
lose a whole generation of volunteers. She suggests that it is something for Housing 
Associations/centres to prioritise in the future. 



        
 

 25 

In what ways could we be prioritising our volunteers? 
Over 60% of participants said that they use or rely on volunteers for the running of 
their centres, so it is an important issue to address.  
 
Some examples of good practice: 
 
A representative from Chichester Community Development Trust suggests that if you 
provide particular opportunities for volunteers to get out of their work, it will promote 
the right kind of people to volunteer. For example, they have regular commitments 
from volunteers in their barista café, and in return they pay for their Level 2 hygiene 
courses. This is about providing real rewards for volunteers.  
 
Communities 1st have their own Volunteer Centre, offering training and events for 
members and supporting people to start their volunteering journeys.  
 

Technology and digital inclusion 
Experiences of Covid-19 really highlighted the benefits of using technology: classes 
and other services were able to continue online, people could work from home, and 
people could stay in contact with each other through social media. However, as we 
have observed in some of participants’ responses, this has meant that some things 
have continued running online, rather than returning to the centre in-person. 
 
It was clear during the interviews that having access to technology and Wi-Fi was 
something valued across the board of participants. Many people mentioned that they 
had Wi-Fi or PCs in the centre, that they were waiting to get it installed in the centre, 
or mentioned the fact that they didn’t have it- which highlights the significance it 
holds to them.  
 
Yasin Ahmed sees the future moving towards being “over a screen.” He still values 



        
 

 26 

the continuation of meeting together, of course, but recognising that this future is 
changing towards a more digital one.  
 
Danny Chappell, too, mentioned the benefits to digital inclusion. “It makes things 
more attractive to the youth and includes them in who the centre can reach,” 
he says. He also lists the benefits to having Wi-Fi and PCs in centres, such as job 
search, applying for passports and driving licenses, and also for using contactless 
payments.  
 
So, there is no doubt that digital technology can provide benefits to residents and 
communities through their incorporation into a community centre.  
 
However, my conversation with Sam Kirkby highlights the important fact that these 
benefits might not be felt by everyone.  
In the Sutton Centre’s local area in Bradford, people are living in digital poverty. Sam 
says that he can see universal credit, and Clarion practices, moving further and 
further towards the digital. Whilst moving towards more digital models of practice is 
likely to be cheaper and more efficient for Clarion, for these people in digital poverty 
it is making things more expensive. Sam gave an example of a local resident who 
lives alone and is deaf. When his boiler was broken, he could get nothing organised 
over a phoneline, and so without the community centre his boiler would still be 
broken. Sam is suggesting for more understanding of the context in which people are 
living; he says, “the digital, if not rooted in the local context, means nothing.” 
 
No participants are arguing completely on one side or the other. Sam’s points 
highlight how support for residents and communities should never be offered 
exclusively online, because it is not always inclusive. Whereas Danny demonstrates 
the having Wi-Fi and digital technology available within the centre gives new 
opportunities for residents.  
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I would conclude that making things digital should always be as an enhancement of 
and as an addition to the support and services made available already to people by 
the centre, and never as a replacement for it.   
 
 
All of these changes outlined contribute to our conception of the 21st century 
community centre today. The main areas to consider from this are the following: 

• For planners of Housing Associations to rethink and redevelop the “traditional” 
model of a community centre, so that they are more fit for purpose when 
building or rebuilding an estate.  

• Breaking down boundaries and prejudices between residents, local 
communities and further surrounding communities, to take away the exclusivity 
of community centres.  

• Finding new and creative ways to engage with volunteers.  
• Modernising and digitising some of the centre’s services, whilst always 

ensuring these additions still ensure inclusivity.  
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MEASURING IMPACT  

The main issue with some of these recommendations made above is that they 
require a certain financial capacity. Financial barriers was one of the most popular 
barriers identified by participants when I asked them what challenges they face.  
 
This problem highlights the importance and value of measuring impact. Attaching a 
social value measurement, and to signpost where things are being successful, can 
make something previously perceived as intangible to become tangible. It gives a 
quantifiable value to present to potential funders to evidence the fact that the 
redevelopment of a centre could be beneficial and worth their funding. 
 
Reasons and motivations for measuring impact 
There might be several reasons and motivations for measuring impact: 

• Genuine interest and care  
• To meet a quota or yearly review  
• To provide funders with information 

(Note: these reasons can interact and interchange with each other, e.g. a Housing 
Association could be producing a yearly review, out of genuine interest and care as 
well as meeting this yearly requirement.) 
 
When asking participants if they have a shared goal or idea of the impact they want 
their centre(s) to achieve, and if they have ways of measuring their progress in 
achieving this goal, there was a variety of responses.  
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Some are in the process of undertaking 
reviews of all their centres. 

Some are doing it to fulfil the 
requirements of their role, and to report 
these findings to someone in another 
role, for example their manager.  
 

Some are doing it out of genuine 
interest. 
 
 

Some have the intention of measuring 
impact out of genuine interest, but are 
struggling to find ways of achieving this.  

 
So, there are clearly differences in how and in what ways measuring impact is 
prioritised. 
 
Importance of measuring impact 
Charlotte Woollard shares the difficulties of being perceived by others as: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Such perceptions are that emotive factors, and evaluating social impact, are not 
really producing tangible results. “Our experiences from Covid show how this could 
not be further from the truth,” she says. 
 
John Gleeson supports this. He shared that outside of his department, community 
centres might be viewed as just a space, and are often seen as “a pain: something 
that doesn’t make money or break-even.”   
 
This report would recommend that all members of community assets teams should 

“the fluffy team” 
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partake in doing social value work, and that, where possible, this could extend to 
teams from other departments. Elizabeth ONeill, for example, shares that their 
builders for Communities 1st do social value work.  
 
Such a recommendation would prove useful to those who want to measure impact 
out of genuine interest, but do not get to do so because of the requirements or 
limitations of their role. Adam Woodcock, for example, shared that he does not have 
an active role in the social value process, but that he would like to. Danny Chappell, 
whose role is in maintenance and repairs, said that whilst his role would not 
necessarily be impacted by knowing social value information, he would still 
appreciate knowing.  
Making social value knowledge more of a fundamental and ingrained role into the 
work of all team members and departments could significantly raise its importance 
within the entire structure of a Housing Association.  
 
Methods for measuring impact 
Whilst measuring impact is and should be prioritised as important, it is difficult to do, 
and difficult to find consistent and effective methods.  
One of the first difficulties to consider is the variations in what community centres 
and its services mean to each individual that it impacts. For example, an exercise 
class could be an hour in a week for exercise to one person, but a valuable chance 
for social interaction out of their week for another person.  
 
Ineffective examples  
Surveys and questionnaires 
Lots of the feedback from the interviews found using surveys, questionnaires and 
similar forms ineffective. They were felt to be an ingenuine way of measuring impact, 
as the people filling out the forms would often do so quickly just to get it done, or that 
forms were seen as an inconvenience to complete.  
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Effective examples  
Measuring footfall 
A technique used by many participants was measuring footfall, as a way to track the 
number of people coming in and out of a centre, or the number of people attending a 
specific group activity or project.  
This is a good method to use because there is a simple correlation- if sessions are 
busy and continue to maintain these numbers, then the centre is likely to be doing 
successfully.  
Some of the difficulties with this method is that it could become unreliable. Many 
people coming into the centre might neglect to sign themselves in, and so the picture 
we get of a centre’s usage is never completely accurate. Dawn Eastley also 
suggests that, while tracking footfall works for their running of the centre, they cannot 
ensure that the same is done by their hirers, and so there is no consistent 
measurement throughout all the runnings of the centre.  
 
HACT Social Value Calculator  
Housing Associations are able to use HACT’s social value calculator system to 
measure the impact of their centres. Charlotte Woollard uses this method and 
recommends its effectiveness. Speaking to a member of the HACT social value 
team, I was informed about how it makes tangible what was previously intangible, 
thus challenging these issues of perceptions of the “fluffy team.” Charlotte suggests 
that the HACT calculator works most effectively if you use it appropriately, i.e. not 
using it for absolutely everything.  
 
Other shared practice  
Sam Kirkby from the Sutton Centre highlighted some especially good methods for 
measuring impact that are simple and effective.  
 
The team at the Sutton Centre seem to have a unified and shared set of goals:  

1) Increase wealth  
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2) Improve health  
3) Create a sense of community  

Sam tells me that for every pound invested, he wants to see what that equates to 
and means socially. This is a fairly simple set of aims, one that all staff members and 
people involved in the running of the centre can remember, thus making it easy to 
track and always keep at the forefront of the centre.  
 
Sam says that he wants to see evidence for these three aims being achieved, by 
seeing the individual statistics change. For example, he measures the impact and 
success of the centre’s back to work programme through measuring footfall, but also 
through seeing local unemployment levels reduce, whilst still keeping in mind that 
they are part of the bigger picture in this change in figures.  
 
Sam gives the example below to show how real incidents in the local community 
influence the work of the centre, as well as how such incidents are used to measure 
the impact the centre is having: 
 
The police had said there was a rise in anti-social behaviour in the local area, and so 
in response the Sutton Centre increased their youth work over a two week period. 
Talking to the police after this two week period, they found that there had been a 
decrease in anti-social behaviour in the streets. Sam could then deduce that the 
actions taken by the centre were at least one of the factors that had an impact on 
that change in statistics.   
 
Recommendations for measuring impact  

• Make social value work an essential part of each department of the Housing 
Association. 

• Combine work of general footfall measurements, with more individual work to 
gain a strong understanding of how specific individuals are impacted and how 
this can vary. 
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• Make it a stated requirement of hirers to track footfall, in conjunction with the 
centre’s own method for tracking footfall (or any alternative method for 
measuring impact), thus ensuring consistency and accuracy.  

• Try to capture some of the essence of that natural conversation with residents 
and members of the community- perhaps the best method of this could be 
video recordings. 

• If Wi-Fi were available, contactless scanning- of either a sign-in barcode or 
through contactless payments for sessions- could be an easy way to track 
footfall. 

• Return to measuring impact projects that were started before Covid, and 
recognise the importance of picking those back up and re-doing them again. 

• Ensuring that measuring impact does not take a backseat in community centre 
practice. 

• Go out into the community, and see where the centre could play a role in 
changing or impacting on particular statistics.  
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FINDING ENGAGEMENT WITH THE COMMUNITY  

Through understanding the potential 
impacts and successes of community 
centres, and the methods for 
measuring them, how do we now turn 
towards ensuring that this impact 
reaches as many people as possible? 
 

• During the interviews there was 
an overall sense that teenagers 
and young adults seem to be the 
most underrepresented group as 
users of community centres.  

- Potential solutions: 
Danny Chappell’s suggestions of 
keeping things fresh and more 
digitalised is something likely to 
be attractive to young people.  
Also, more collaboration across 
community centres or 
organisations could prove 
effective. For example, if a 
community centre could 
collaborate with a nearby youth 
club it could extend the arms of 
the centre out further, allowing 
more people to access it and be 
positively impacted. 

 

• A challenge that was felt across 
the board was getting that initial 
engagement from certain areas 
of the community. There was 
general feedback that once 
people got involved with the 
centre, they tended to come 
back, but that it was getting them 
there initially that was difficult. 
Some participants mentioned 
there was often a disparity in the 
numbers of people signed up for 
activities, against the real 
numbers of those who attended.  

- Potential solutions: 
Create good marketing and social 
media strategies to attract users, 
create reminders for events, and 
encourage a social buzz around 
these events.  
Charge a fee when signing up for 
activities and events run by the 
centre. Dawn Eastley 
recommends this method, noting 
that, if people have paid the 
money, then they are more likely 
to attend.  
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It is essential for the community centre 
to play a facilitating and coordinating 
role in order to maintain this 
community engagement. Rachel 
Pearson highlights this, telling me that 
community engagement with the 
centre can provide many 
opportunities for social and inter-
community interaction, as well as 
more interactions with the Housing 
Association, but that the centre and 
those running it “have a role to play 
in forcing those interactions a little 
bit.”  

 
For example, Adam Woodcock from 

Magenta Living demonstrates how 
activities and events put on by the 
centre become a touch point  for them 
to have further conversations with 
their users. For one particular project 
they set up an exhibition trailer and 
advertised it on social media. Adam 
says it provided a good opportunity to 
talk with people whom they might not 
usually. He brought a Housing Officer 
along to the event, who was able to 
talk with residents about how people 
were feeling and if they were 
happy/unhappy in the area they were 

living in. He also brought someone 
from the Energy Project Plus, who 
gave people information about tariffs, 
utilities schemes and discounts that 
were available.  

This is a particularly good method for 
its innovative thinking and effective 
results. If community centres were 
able to organise this, and especially 
to advertise on social media that 
housing officers and energy 
companies would be there, I think it 
would be an effective way to 
encourage more engagement with 
residents and communities. 

 
We could look at this example of the 

exhibition trailer almost as a metaphor 
for the impact of community centres. 
The centre is able to provide its 
residents and communities with 
services that actually become 
springboards for further engagement 
and support. One conversation with a 
resident could be the touchpoint for 
many further conversations and the 
beginning of their involvement in the 
centre, and so the impact of one 
exhibition trailer really extends 
beyond this into many impacts.
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AN OVERPOPULATION OF COMMUNITY 
CENTRES 

How can we ensure that a community centre remains impactful and useful, in 
situations where there is an overpopulation of centres? 
 
According to John Gleeson, there are already a large number of centres in areas of 
London, with around 90 centres in Hackney alone; more centres are planned on 
being built in its vicinity.  
 
On the one hand, the continuation of centres being built and being used in close 
proximity to each other demonstrates the success and impact of these centres on its 
users- if they are all being used then this is a good sign.  
 
On the other hand, it is important to interrogate whether there is always the need for 
a new centre to be built, particularly when there are already many centres nearby. 
This is something that planners and developers should be considering. Danny 
Chappell says that he is not aware of any community centres that have been 
converted back to flats, but there is a possibility that there could be.  
 
A recommendation for preventing further overpopulation of community centres is to 
share resources across centres and Housing Associations. This is something that 
Yasin Ahmed supports and would like to see in the future.  
 
As well as sharing facilities, sharing practice is also essential. Both Charlotte 
Woollard and Elizabeth ONeill gave positive feedback from their experiences with 
being part of the HACT Network, praising it for the advice and different perspectives 
that they were able to get from it, with ideas that they had not considered before. 
This is a testament to how much can be achieved, developed and improved through 
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Housing Associations working together more closely and sharing their practice. 
Perhaps, then, this can also extend to some sharing of facilities, particularly in these 
London areas.  
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APPLYING LESSONS LEARNT 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Participants understand the impact that 
community centres have on their 
residents and communities as engaging 
and building relationships with the 
community, so as to provide services 
that are tailored by and for them. They 
understand a successful community 
centre to mean a site that is vibrant, 
busy and community-led in what it 
provides. They view the community 
centre as a physical space from which it 
and its staff can play a coordinating role 
in encourage communities to interact 
and to improve their lives. They 
recognise that, without a positive 
relationship and engagement with the 
community, its impact becomes limited. 
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Continue these discussions on ways of 
understanding the impact of community 
centres on residents and communities, 
so as to emphasise its importance in 
future reports on anything community 
asset related. To ensure that residents 
and communities are always included 
as a focal point to these reports and 
conversations. 

The traditional 
one-room 
model 
community 
centre is 
becoming less 
fit for purpose. 

Planners and 
developers 
should be 
considering 
whether it is 
always 
necessary to 
have a 
community 
centre in a 
new-build, as 
well as 
considering 
new model 
alternatives to 
the traditional 
one-room 
model. 

The impact of 
community centres 
can become limited if 
it only serves an 
exclusive group. 

Work must be done 
by Housing 
Associations to go out 
into the local 
communities and see 
where their centres’ 
services could offer 
something for them. 
By encouraging a 
breaking down of 
boundaries between 
residents and their 
local communities, we 
can further encourage 
community cohesion 
as well as extend the 
impact of the 
community centre to 
reach more people.  
 



        
 

 39 

 
  



        
 

 40 

 
 

O
BS

ER
VA

TI
O

N
 

R
EC

O
M

M
EN

D
AT

IO
N

 

Surveys and questionnaires 
were considered an 
ineffective method for 
measuring impact.  
 
Measuring footfall, the 
HACT social value 
calculator, and looking at 
how a centre’s actions 
impact on individual 
statistics in the community, 
were all considered 
effective methods.  

Organise with hirers an 
agreement for them to also 
track footfall (or whichever 
method for measuring 
impact that the centre has in 
place), to ensure 
consistency and accuracy 
across the entire centre.  
 
Consider creative ways of 
capturing conversations 
with users, such as video 
recordings.  
 
If available, Wi-Fi in the 
centre could enhance 
footfall measurements, such 
as scanning a barcode to 
sign-in, or using contactless 
payments for sessions.  

Many participants mentioned 
that getting that initial 
engagement from certain 
members of the community 
was difficult. 

Ways to improve this could 
include: 
Better social media and 

advertising, including 
inviting housing officers and 
energy company 
representatives to attend 
the centre/event and 
advertise this on social 
media.  

Charge a booking fee for 
events to encourage higher 
turnout.  

More generally, ensure that 
the community centre and 
those running it continue to 
play a coordinating role in 
encouraging these 
interactions with the centre, 
users and each other.  

In certain areas of 
London, there are 
large numbers of 
community centres 
in close vicinity to 
each other. 

Monitor if all of these 
centres are being 
well-used, to ensure 
that they are still 
effective. 
 
Share resources and 
facilities between 
centres where 
possible.  
 
Continue sharing 
good practice 
between centres and 
between Housing 
Associations.  


