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1. Foreword 

Welcome to the evaluation of Argyll and Bute’s Participatory Budgeting pilot where the Council’s Supporting 
Communities Fund was distributed to 61 community projects across the area via a digital public vote. 

I would like to thank all those who participated this year – from those who applied to the fund with fantastic project 
ideas to benefit their community to the 4,686 people who voted, and especially to those who contributed to the 
evaluation through the survey and focus groups. Your views are vital in shaping participative budgeting in Argyll 
and Bute and we are grateful for them. 

This report outlines a pilot project and looks at what worked and what issues arose. Digital engagement offers 
opportunities to a region as diverse as ours.  There can also be unknowns and we are now more informed to 
develop processes going forward.  

Testing the concept and the operation across the whole local authority area took a great deal of planning and 
consideration and the multi-disciplinary team are to be commended on their thoroughness. At its meeting on 27 
September 2018, the Council took decisions to use this experience and learning to think more about how this type 
of decision making could work in the future, to talk to other councils who have also trialled similar projects and to 
inform the Scottish Government of the impacts and opportunities that are resulting from their direction on this. We 
will also make improvements to the transparency of our fund awarding process, and the application processes to 
our fund.  

We hope you will also find value in the report that will help you on your community participation journey.   

The Scottish Government are to be thanked for their support through the grant which supported the delivery of this 
pilot. We continue the further development of participative budgeting, knowing that we are now even more ready to 
work with communities to achieve great outcomes making Argyll and Bute a place people chose to live, learn, work 
and do business.    
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2. Introduction 

This report has been prepared by Social Value Lab on behalf of Argyll and Bute Council to evaluate the delivery of 
the Supporting Communities Fund through a Participatory Budgeting process. This section describes the 
background of the study and details our research method.

Background 

The Supporting Communities Fund (SCF), previously 
known as the Third Sector Grants Fund, provides 
small amounts of grant funding to community 
groups and organisations across the local authority 
area. 

Until the 2017/18 pilot, SCF funding was delivered 
through an open application process and funding 
decisions were made by Elected Members through 
Local Area Committees.   

In 2014, the Scottish Government introduced 
Participatory Budgeting (PB) in Scotland as an 
innovative way of giving communities a greater say in 
decisions about public spending. The Scottish 
Government’s aim is that at least 1% of all spending 
by public agencies is allocated through PB by the end 
of 2020/21.  

In order to support local authorities to introduce PB, 
the Scottish Government has made additional 
funding available to local authorities in 2016/17 and 
2017/18 for pilot projects through the Community 
Choices Fund.  

Argyll and Bute Council, which first piloted the PB 
approach for the 2016/17 Growing Gaelic Grant, was 
keen to test the PB approach further. It has been 
successful in attracting additional Community 
Choices funding to pilot the delivery of the 2017/18 
SCF using this approach. 

Argyll and Bute is a large and predominantly rural 
area with a significant part of its population living in 
remote rural places and on islands. It is the second 
biggest local authority in Scotland with the third 
sparsest population density. Almost half of Argyll 
and Bute’s population (48%) live in areas classified as 
‘rural’ and a further 43% in ‘remote rural’ areas. 
Argyll and Bute has more inhabited islands (23) than 
any other Scottish Local Authority, which are home to 
approximately 17% of its population.  

The distinct rurality of Argyll and Bute makes service 
delivery challenging, and poses barriers to PB. 
Typically, PB involves getting local people together at 
events, where proposals for projects are presented 
and voted on. In a rural area like Argyll and Bute this 

risks excluding the vast majority of people from 
taking part, exacerbating the feeling sometimes held 
by people in rural communities that important 
decisions are made in more central urban areas. 

Argyll and Bute Council has therefore introduced PB 
in a digital format in 2017/18. A dedicated ideas 
website enabled projects to present themselves 
online, discussions were conducted online, and 
voting was facilitated online.  

To assess the advantages and disadvantages of the 
PB process and its digital delivery, the council 
commissioned Social Value Lab to undertake an 
evaluation of the pilot programme. 

Our Research Method 

The study was carried out by Social Value Lab in June 
and July 2018. It was based on a mixed research 
design that involved a number of main stages:  

 Desk research – analysis of data collected by 
Argyll and Bute Council during the PB process, 
including applicant project details, voter 
statistics and demographics, survey data 
collected from the ideas website (105 
responses) and the voting website (171 
responses) and website data. 

 Applicant focus groups – focus group 
discussions with successful SCF applicants in 
four locations (Helensburgh, Tarbert, 
Rothesay and Oban), attended by a total of 14 
representatives of community groups.  

 Voter focus groups - focus group discussions 
with voters in four locations (Helensburgh, 
Tarbert, Rothesay and Oban), attended by a 
total of 11 participants. 

 Senior Forum discussion – a group discussion 
about the PB pilot with eight members of the 
Kintyre Seniors Forum, undertaken by two 
Community Development Officers from the 
council. 
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 Core delivery team focus group – a focus 
group discussion with the four Argyll and Bute 
Council Community Development Officers and 
a Service Standards Officer who supported the 
delivery of the SCF pilot.  

 Strategic stakeholder focus group – a focus 
group discussion with strategic staff from the 
council, including the Chief Executive Officer, 
the Executive Director of Customer Services, 
the   Community Planning Manager, the 
Communications Manager and the ICT Client 
Liaison Officer’ 

 Telephone interviews - semi-structured 
telephone interviews with the Policy Lead for 
Communities, Housing, Islands and Gaelic, 
and representatives of the Argyll and Bute 
Youth Forum and Third Sector Interface. 

 Telephone interviews with unsuccessful 
applicants – semi-structured telephone 
interviews with four SCF applicants that did 
not get enough votes to secure funding.  

 Applicant survey – an online survey completed 
by 17 SCF applicants. 

 Voter survey – an online survey completed by 
72 voters. 

Limitations of the research 

Due to time and resource constraints, there were a 
number of limitations to this research that should be 
considered when interpreting the results. 

We consulted with 31 of a total of 61 SCF applicants, 
which provides a reasonably representative sample of 
applicants.  

We have consulted with 83 voters out of a total of 
4,686, which means that voter data are not 

statistically representative1.  

                                                        

1
 To be representative with a confidence level of 95% and a 

confidence interval of 5, a response of 355 voters would be 
required.  

The vast majority of people over 16 years (93.6%) in 
Argyll and Bute did not vote. Their views are not 
represented in this report.   

We have not consulted directly with young people. 

We further believe that the following groups may be 
underrepresented in the voter sample consulted: 

 Voters in remote areas, for whom attending a 
focus group would be costly and time 
consuming. 

 Voters who are not digitally literate or those 
without adequate internet access. Due to the 
time constraints placed upon this research, it 
was only possible to administer an online 
survey.  

Due to the tight research timescales, the online 
survey consisted of the same questions as the focus 
group discussion guides. Survey questions were open 
ended including multiple sub-questions, which has 
made quantitative analysis of the data challenging 
and more subjective than would normally be the 
case. 
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3. Participatory Budgeting 

This section of the report provides more in depth information about Participatory Budgeting, sets the Supporting 
Communities Fund Participatory Budgeting Pilot in the local and national strategic context, and explores examples 
of good practice.

Participatory Budgeting 

Participatory Budgeting (PB) is an approach to public 
finance that involves communities in decisions about 
public spending priorities. It empowers local people 
to make decisions about the issues that matter to 
them, to influence how public money is spent and 
enables them to put forward their own ideas.  

PB has been used to distribute funding in a wide 
range of settings, from the allocation of funding to 
community and voluntary groups for the delivery of 
local projects, to decisions about what and how 
mainstream services are provided. 

PB can be an effective community empowerment tool 
with a number of benefits for public bodies and 
communities, including: 

 Improving the accountability and transparency 
of governance by making the budgeting 
process public. 

 Empowering citizens to take a more active 
role in their communities. 

 Increasing citizens’ knowledge of the roles 
and responsibilities of government. 

 Helping citizens understand the limitations of 
local government, the cost of public projects, 
and the nature of trade-offs in priorities. 

 Increasing the efficiency of government. 

 Increasing equality, inclusion and social 
justice by providing a platform for 
traditionally excluded members of society to 
have a voice in decision-making processes. 

 Transferring information from communities, 
which in many cases have a better 
understanding of local needs, to local 
government. 

 

 

There are also disadvantages and risks of PB, such 
as: 

 Limited participation of marginalised groups, 
such as disadvantaged and minority ethnic 
communities.  

 Citizens participating in PB with limited 
knowledge of local issues or self-serving 
objectives, rather than considering the 
interests of the whole community. 

 The potentially limited scope of PB; it can 
favour short-term gains over long-term 
priorities. 

 The tendency of PB to prioritise local issues at 
the expense of regional, national or global 
issues. 

 The potential for the PB process to be 
dominated by political activists or elites within 
the community to serve their own interests. 

Participation can take three main forms: 

 Aggregative participation – asking 
communities to express their preferences 
through voting. 

 Deliberative participation – organising 
community members to come together, 
presenting spending options and asking them 
to reach a collective decision through 
dialogue and deliberation.  

 A combination of the two approaches.  

The PB process for the Supporting Communities Fund 
was essentially aggregative, but elements of a 
deliberative method were introduced through voting 
events and the opportunity to comment on projects 
using the online discussion platform at the Ideas 
Stage, using the Your Priorities software.  
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The strategic context 

PB in Scotland 

The Scottish Government has been raising awareness 
of PB since 2014, setting the conditions for it to be 
delivered in a meaningful, sustainable way across 
Scotland, supported by a PB Working Group.  

In 2016/17, a new £2 million Community Choices 
Fund to support PB was introduced by the Scottish 
Government, to allow more people to have a direct 
say in how and where public funds should be used to 
address local needs. Community Choices provides 
financial support to public and community 
organisations, to test the PB approach. The Scottish 
Government funded the Scottish Community 
Development Centre (SCDC) to develop a PB Scotland 
web resource. 

In 2017, the Scottish Government carried out an 
evaluation of PB activity in Scotland. This revealed 
that since 2014, the Scottish Government has 
invested over £4.7 million in a range of measures to 
support the introduction and development of the PB 
approach in Scotland.  

The PB concept aligns with a range of recent 
legislation and policy initiatives in Scotland, 
including: 

 Public Service Reform: a key principle of 
Scotland’s strategic approach to public service 
reform is that people should have an equal 
opportunity to participate and influence 
decisions that affect their lives and 
communities. PB is a tool for community 
engagement and an important resource for 
the wider development of participatory 
democracy. It can help shape the future of 
public service delivery in a practical and 
tangible way. 

 Community Empowerment (Scotland) Act 
2015: the Scottish Government is supportive 
of PB as a tool for community engagement 
that complements the objectives of 
community empowerment, which gives 
communities more powers to take forward 
their own priorities and ambitions. 

 Public Sector Equality Duty: designed to 
rethink the approach that public sector 
organisations take towards addressing 
discrimination and racism – that the onus 

                                                        

2
 

http://labs.thinkbroadband.com/local/index.php?area=S140000
05  

needed to shift from individuals to 
organisations, placing for the first time an 
obligation on public authorities to positively 
promote equality and not merely avoid 
discrimination. PB can help deliver the Public 
Sector Equality Duty by advancing equality of 
opportunity and fostering good relations 
between different groups. 

Since 2016, the Scottish Government has funded 61 
PB projects across Scotland through the Community 
Choices Fund. These include the Your Community, 
Your Choice project that delivers the Supporting 
Communities Fund in Argyll and Bute. The Scottish 
Government is working with local authorities to have 
at least 1% of council budgets across Scotland being 
decided upon through PB. The 1% target is one of five 
commitments included in the Scottish Government’s 
Open Government Partnership national action plan.  
 
Community Choices funding was available for public 
agencies and community groups till 2017/18, for 
2018/19, £750,000 of the Community Choices Fund 
has been made available for applications from 
community organisations and community councils 
only. 
 
Addressing local strategic priorities 

The main local strategic driver behind the PB process 
is the Argyll and Bute Outcome Improvement Plan 
2013 – 2023. The plan identifies six main priorities, 
of which the most relevant for PB is 

 People live in safer and stronger communities. 

The council’s focus on ‘people live in safer and 
stronger communities’ could make use of the PB 
approach to support communities to influence local 
priorities, to work more closely with community 
groups to strengthen the local economy, and to 
ensure that local democracy is effective and available 
to all.         

Rurality and digital PB delivery 

It is expected that by the end of 2018, 97.5% of 
homes in Argyll and Bute will have access to fibre 
broadband. In reality, however, approximately 15% of 
Argyll and Bute’s population has an Internet 
connection below the legal Universal Service 

Obligation (USO)2.   
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The Ideas and Voting sites were mobile compatible to 
offer alternative ways on engaging online. 

PB can, if delivered effectively digitally and if enough 
people participate, help alleviate the feeling of being 
left behind, and of the inequality that people living in 
rural areas sometimes experience, ensuring 
everybody has a say. 

Ageing population and Digital Inclusion 

Another trend in Argyll and Bute is an ageing 
population. It is expected that the over-65 age group 
will grow by 39.7% between 2010-2035. Generally, 
older people are less digitally literate and have less 
access to the internet. Only 66% of those aged 60-74 
and 24% of those aged 75+ in Scotland have internet 

access3.  

Examples of PB approaches 

There are a number of examples of good practice of 
PB across the world. 

Puerto Alegre, Brazil  

PB originated in Puerto Alegre, Brazil, over thirty 
years ago. It has since transferred across the world 
being adapted to meet the needs of local policy and 
political contexts. 

Puerto Alegre's PB process involves an estimated 
50,000 people annually who decide on as much as 
20 percent of the city's budget. The city uses a 
deliberative participation approach and one in ten 
citizens have been involved in the discussions and 
decision-making process. 

As a result of participatory budgeting, spending on 
education and health has increased significantly. For 

example, research4 has shown that infant mortality 
has dropped by 20% compared to similar areas 
without PB. The effects of PB strengthens over time. 

Paris, France 

Mayor Anne Hidalgo of Paris committed five percent 
of the city’s investment budget for 2014-2020, 
approximately €500 million, to PB. This is the largest 
PB budget in the world so far. 

                                                        

3
 Digital Participation and Social Justice in Scotland 

Douglas White, Carnegie Trust,  September 2016 

Projects are organised in 14 thematic areas: quality 
of life; transportation and mobility; the environment; 
culture; education and youth; sport; solidarities; 
cleanliness; prevention and security; intelligent city 
and new technologies; citizen participation; economy 
and employment; housing; and other.  

The number of people voting in Paris is increasing 
every year at a significant rate. In 2014, 40,000 
people voted, 67,000 in 2015, and close to 93,000 in 
2016, which represents an increase of 39% since 
2015, involving about 7% of the Parisian population.  

An evaluation brought some issues to light: 

1. Collective deliberation is missing from the 
process. 

2. The majority of projects are aimed at improving 
infrastructure and environments, few are 
addressing social or economic issues.  

3. The possibility to vote online increases 
inclusiveness, however it makes it difficult to 
monitor. 

PB in Fife 

In Fife, local people have decided through PB how to 
allocate part of a public budget. Between 2010 and 
2017, Fife has undertaken 25 separate PB processes, 
distributing a total of £850,460 to local groups and 
projects.  This was, however, additional funding, and 
did not include core council budget. 

Fife Council has developed experience and capacity 
in the use of PB. It uses PB as a method of engaging 
with local communities.   

Lessons learned from Fife include that: 

1. PB approaches need to be tailored to local 
community contexts and priorities 

2. PB can sometimes be seen as a challenge to 
representative democracy, and PB processes 
worked best where Elected Members have 
been supportive of the process. 

3. PB has resulted in strong partnership 
working between agencies and local 
communities, and among agencies in Fife.  

4. PB is a way of working that builds 
momentum over time through greater 
engagement of local people in decision 
making about a local area.   

4
 The Effects of Participatory Budgeting on Municipal 

Expenditures and Infant Mortality in Brazil, SóniaGonçalves. 
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4. The Supporting Communities Fund 

This section of the report describes the Supporting Communities Fund and provides a breakdown of voters and 
funded projects in 2018/19. 

The Supporting Communities Fund 

The Supporting Communities Fund (SCF), previously 
known as the Third Sector Grants Fund, distributes 
small grants of up to £2,500 to community groups, 
including community councils and parent councils 
across Argyll and Bute. 

The total funding available was £109,861and was 
divided between the four Administrative Areas as 
shown in Table 3.1.  

TABLE 3.1: SCF FUNDING PER AREA  

Administrative Area Funding available 

Bute & Cowal £27,236 

Helensburgh & Lomond £25,660 

Mid Argyll Kintyre & the Islands  £28,072 

Oban Lorn & the Isles £28,893 

Total £109,861 

As a pilot the funding was disbursed using 
Participatory Budgeting (PB), involving a public vote 
to decide which projects would be financially 
supported. 

Turnout 

In total, 4,686 community members voted in the SCF 
PB pilot, which equates to 6.4% of the total eligible 

population of 73,6475. The breakdown of votes per 
area is shown in Table 3.2. 

TABLE 3.2: BREAKDOWN OF VOTES PER AREA  

Administrative Area No. of votes 

Bute & Cowal 1,311 

Helensburgh & Lomond 1,335 

Mid Argyll Kintyre & the Islands  1,118 

Oban Lorn & the Isles 922 

Total 4,686 

                                                        

5
 National Record for Scotland, Mid-2017 population estimates 

Scotland, Table 2: Argyll and Bute population aged 16 and over. 

Voter age 

Table 3.3 provides a breakdown of voters to age. The 
majority of voters were over 65 years of age, while 
young people (16-24 yrs.) represented the smallest 
group of voters. 

However, when comparing the age of voters against 
the total population of Argyll and Bute, a different 
picture emerges, as exposed in Table 3.3.  

TABLE 3.3: BREAKDOWN OF VOTING AGE PER % OF POPULATION 

Age Number 
of voters 

% of 

Population
6
 

%  of 
Voters 

Over/under 
representation 

16-24 yrs 269 11.7% 6.1% -5.6% 

25-34 yrs 504 11.1% 11.4% +0.3% 

35-44 yrs 842 12.1% 19.0% +6.9% 

45-54 yrs 991 17.6% 22.4% +4.8% 

55-64 yrs 804 17.9% 18.2% +0.3% 

65+ yrs 1,012 29.7% 22.9% -6.8% 

Table 3.3 shows that, despite being the largest group 
of voters, elderly people (65+) were relatively under-
represented, as were young people (16-24yrs). The 
middle voting age groups (35-44yrs and 45-54yrs) 
are relatively over-represented.    

Projects voted for  

Voters were given the full amount available for their 
area and could allocate this among as many projects 
as they wanted. Table 3.4 shows for how many 
projects voters allocated funding to. 

 

 

 

 

 

6
 National Record for Scotland, Mid-2017 population estimates 

Scotland, Table 2: Argyll and Bute population aged 16 and over. 
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TABLE 3.4: NUMBER OF PROJECTS VOTED FOR  

No of 
projects 
voted 
for 

Argyll 
and 
Bute 

Bute 
& 

Cowal 

Helensb
urgh & 
Lomond 

Mid 
Argyll 

Kintyre 
& the 

Islands  

Oban 
Lorn & 

the 
Isles 

1 47% 41% 56% 52% 40% 

2 5% 5% 4% 5% 7% 

3 5% 6% 4% 5% 5% 

4 5% 5% 4% 5% 6% 

5 4% 4% 4% 3% 6% 

6 3% 3% 3% 3% 4% 

7 3% 3% 2% 3% 2% 

8 2% 2% 2% 2% 3% 

9 2% 2% 1% 2% 2% 

10 2% 2% 1% 2% 2% 

11 1% 2% 1% 1% 2% 

12 2% 2% 1% 4% 1% 

13 4% 5% 2% 8% 1% 

14 7% 9% 6% 6% 4% 

15 7% 7% 8% 0% 10% 

16 2% 2% 0% 0% 6% 

Table 3.4 reveals that almost half of voters (47%) 
voted for just one project, and another 10% for a 
maximum of two or three projects. 

The consultation results suggest that this is partly 
because people did not understand that they could 
vote for more projects, and partly because of tactical 
voting for one particular project or a small number of 
projects in their locality. 

There is no data available to tell exactly how many 
voters used their maximum allocation, but this is 

maximum 25%.7  

On average, voters in Argyll and Bute voted for 5.1 
projects, approximately one third to half of the total 
projects they could potentially vote for.  

If PB were to be used in the future, measures should 
be taken that tactical voting for one or a limited 
number of projects is not possible anymore. 

5. Project Delivery 

This section of the report describes the delivery of the Supporting Communities Fund Pilot Participatory Budgeting 
(PB) Project. It summarises the views of the project core delivery team, the council’s Policy Lead, senior managers 
and survey responses received through the ideas and voting websites. 

The PB Process 

There were a number of stages involved in the PB 
pilot project: 

 Ideas stage: inviting applicants to propose 
project ideas and determining project 
eligibility. Projects submitted their ideas to 
the Ideas Site. Ineligible ideas were removed 
and support was provided to find other 
sources of funding. 

 Application stage: inviting applicants to 
formally apply for funding by completing the 
application form and share their project ideas, 
largely online. 

 Scoring and assessment stage: Community 
Development Officers reviewed and scored 
applications against an agreed scoring 

                                                        

7
 The maximum number of projects that people could vote for is 

dependent on the amount of funding that projects asked for. For 
example, if all the projects voted for requested the maximum of 
£2,500, the maximum number of projects is 10 or 11, if projects 

framework and were scrutinised internally by 
Service Standards. Elected Members, through 
Local Area Committees, then decided which 
applications progressed to the voting stage.  

 Voting stage: inviting members of the public 
to review projects online and vote for their 
preferred initiatives digitally. Paper voting was 
also available. 

 Grant awards: issuing contracts and allocating 
funding to successful projects. 

The delivery team 

A core group of staff within the Community Planning 
and Development team of Argyll and Bute Council 
delivered the SCF PB Pilot.  

that included projects that requested less than £2,500, the 
maximum number of projects that voters could award funding to 
was 15 or 16.  
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The core delivery team included the Community 
Planning Manager, four Community Development 
Officers (one for each of Argyll and Bute’s four 
Administrative Areas) an Administrative Assistant.  

The core team was supported by two Service 
Standards Officers, the council’s communications 
and IT teams. 

The team had previous experience of testing the PB 
approach through a £15,000 fund to strengthen and 
grow Gaelic during 2016/17. 

Project communications 

The delivery team developed a Communications 
Timeline to record the different stages of the 
marketing and promotional campaign.   

In October 2017, press releases, emails to 
community groups, information via the council’s 
internal CASCADE system and social media posts 
were used to announce the change in approach of 
the SCF grants, and the launch of the Ideas Site. 

Further press releases, adverts and social media 
posts were disseminated throughout November and 
December 2017, to promote the Ideas Site as part of 
the new SCF approach. CDOs and partners (Third 
Sector Interface) ran information sessions for 
potential applicants. 

The voting website was also promoted through press 
releases, social media posts, adverts, postcards and 
posters between March and May 2018, to raise 
awareness and encourage people to familiarise 
themselves with the site and vote for their preferred 
projects.   

Delivery technology 

The SCF pilot project used two main digital channels 
to facilitate the generation of project ideas and 
voting. Your Priorities – an eDemocracy web 
application designed by the Citizens Foundation in 
Iceland – was adopted as the platform to generate 
and share project ideas (the ‘Ideas Site’). This was 
hosted by Citizen’s Foundation and managed by the 
Community Development Team 

Open Active Voting allowed people to cast digital 
votes (the ‘Voting Site’). The council’s IT department 
hosted and managed this site internally.   

Voting events 

                                                        

8
 241 people attended voting events in Bute and Cowal; 106 

people attended voting events in Helensburgh and Lomond; 111 
people attended voting events in Mid Argyll, Kintyre and the 

Taking into consideration that not all people who 
wished to participate in the PB pilot project would 
want or be able to access the ideas and Voting Sites, 
the delivery team organised and facilitated 44 voting 
events and opportunities across Argyll and Bute. 
These were a combination of open, drop-in and 

targeted events attended by a total of 557 people8.  

The events were facilitated and supported by council 
staff members and volunteers. 

 

Most voting events were targeted at the general 
public and 34 open drop-in voting events were 
organised in areas with poor digital connectivity, and 
on six islands. Ten targeted events involved 
collaborating with local foodbanks, older people’s 
groups, schools and a reading group for adults with 
learning disabilities.  

Voting events gave the delivery team the chance to 
interact with local residents and support them to 
vote either online using phones, tablets or laptops, 
or on paper.      

A helpline number was provided on all project 
publicity materials, which allowed people to submit a 
vote by telephone where they were experiencing 
difficulties with other voting options.  

Participants who attended voting events were given 
the option to take paper voting forms home to 
complete, and post them back to the council. Paper 
voting forms were available at certain venues such as 
local libraries. Voters could also call the telephone 
number provided on project publicity materials to 
request postal voting forms.      

Islands; and 99 people attended voting events in Oban, Lorn and 
the Isles.    
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Website user surveys 

The project delivery team distributed a survey to the 
visitors of the ideas and Voting Sites. The survey was 
completed by a mixture of applicants and voters. 

The Ideas Site  

Looking for funding was the most commonly cited 
reason for visiting the Ideas Site (56%), followed by 
respondents showing an interest in what is going on 
in the community (51%), having an interest in finding 
out how funding is spent in the community (48%), 
and supporting a group they were involved with 
(46%).  

 

Almost three-quarters of visitors to the Ideas Site 
(71%) learned about new community groups and 
more than half (53%) indicated that they learned new 
things about their local area. 

  

Visitors stated that they got a range of benefits from 
the Ideas Site. It made people feel more connected to 
their community (80%), many liked the idea that they 
could influence how money was spent (70%) and it 

allowed people to get involved at a time and place 
suited to their needs (62%). 

  
Visitors commented on some issues with the Ideas 
Site. A majority of visitors who raised issues, 
expressed their concern that a digital approach can 
exclude people (85%). Just over a third of visitors said 
that the space to promote their ideas was too limited 
(34%).  

Further, visitors expressed the concern that the 
amount of grant funding available did not justify the 
effort required to apply (23%). Some felt there were 
too many ideas presented on the website (22%), and 
others that they had to complete a full application 
form in addition to the extra things they needed to 
do (e.g. online promotion), to secure funding in 
2018/19 (18%).  

 

  
The Voting Site  

The main benefit from the Voting Site was seen as 
the ability to vote at a place and time that was 
suitable for respondents (63%). Respondents also 
thought that it could improve local democracy (52%), 
provided an innovative way of grant making (41%), 
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encouraged new ideas (40%) and made groups more 
accountable (35%). 

 
 
The main issue identified by visitors about the Voting 
Site, was the lack of space on the website to promote 
projects (58%). Another issue mentioned was the 
inability to allocate an exact amount of funding 
(26%). The message from respondents about the 
appropriate number of projects presented for voting 
was conflicting.   

 

Views of the core delivery team  

Social Value Lab facilitated a focus group with the 
four Argyll and Bute Community Development 
Officers, and one Service Standards Officer in June 
2018. The half-day discussion focused on a number 
of elements of project delivery, including: 

 the effectiveness of the marketing and 
promotion of the PB process; 

 the effectiveness of voting events; 

 the strengths and challenges of each stage of 
the PB process;  

 the use of digital technology such as the ideas 
(Your Priorities) and voting (Open Active 
Voting) sites;  

 the successes and challenges of engaging 
voters in the PB process;  

 partnership working and the role of the 
council in facilitating the process; 

 impact of the PB pilot project on council staff 
time and resources; 

 the overall advantages and disadvantages of 
the PB process, and suggestions for 
improvement; and  

 views on practical issues with continuing or 
expanding the PB approach for council 
spending. 

Effectiveness of project marketing and promotion 

Core delivery team members discussed the 
effectiveness of the marketing and promotion of the 
PB Pilot project.  

Print materials included postcards, posters, leaflets 
and press articles. The online campaign consisted of 
targeted posts on social media, including Argyll and 
Bute Council’s website and Facebook pages.  

Most of the core delivery team felt that the 
promotional postcards were the most effective of the 
printed marketing materials used. Posters were 
viewed as less effective because of their size and 
relatively limited potential for use. The postcards 
were smaller and more portable, and were easily 
handed out to people at events and in the street.    

The core delivery team also commented on the 
effectiveness of the social media campaign used to 
promote awareness of the pilot project. Alongside 
project posts on the council’s website and Facebook 
pages, the core delivery team encouraged community 
groups to share and raise awareness of their own 
projects using social media. Approximately half of 
the voters voted online in the first weekend.  

While social media was believed to have been 
effective, the core delivery team acknowledged that 
many, in particular older and disadvantaged people 
with less digital literacy and financial capacity, would 
benefit from printed marketing materials.  

The core delivery team felt that both print and online 
marketing materials were necessary to raise 
awareness and encourage participation in the PB pilot 
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project. The consensus was that the campaign to 
raise awareness of the pilot was well coordinated. 

The effectiveness of the online Ideas and Voting Sites 

The core delivery team discussed the use of the Ideas 
and Voting Sites as channels by which to encourage 
increased digital participation in the PB pilot project. 

The core delivery team felt that the Voting Site was 
user friendly and worked well for the majority of 
people. The Voting Site was well presented and 
feedback from voters suggested that it was easy-to-
use and appealing. Feedback received from voters 
suggested that the majority who voted digitally were 
happy with the process. 

The core delivery team felt that the Ideas Site allowed 
groups to communicate with each other, across all 
Administrative Areas. It created an opportunity for 
groups to access support, whether they received 
funding or not.  

It was felt that people who participated in the pilot 
did build digital capacity, whether applying for 
funding or voting remotely, or in a supported 
environment at a voting event. The relatively low 
volume of paper votes indicates (158 paper votes, 
3.4%) that the digital platform was successful.     

Challenges of the online ideas and Voting Sites 

Some members of the core delivery team highlighted 
that there was some confusion around the Ideas Site. 
Feedback received from funding applicants and 
potential voters suggested that some people were 
not clear about how to use it or what the purpose of 
a project was, from project names and brief 
descriptions. The core delivery team felt that this 
lack of clarity might have affected the way people 
voted.  

Feedback from some voters suggested that they 
voted on the basis of project images.  

Some members of the core delivery team valued the 
‘points for and against’ feature of the Ideas Site 
because it initiated dialogue between groups and 
allowed people to ask questions.  

Others said that the ‘points for and against’ feature 
embedded within the Ideas Site was a confusing and 
unnecessary concept. They felt that while a function 
for online deliberation was necessary, this was not 
the right approach.    

Feedback from some voters also demonstrated that 
some did not understand the online voting process, 
and that they could spread their budget and votes 
across multiple initiatives.  

“There was some confusion as to how many 
times you could vote and for how many 
projects.  

Service Standards Officer 

The core delivery team discussed other technical 
issues of the digital platform, including the limited 
number of characters available to applicant to 
describe their projects, that the ideas and Voting 
Sites did not work across all browsers, and that 
project information was difficult to edit once the site 
was live, because of the tight security parameters of 
the site.  

The core delivery team highlighted that many people 
needed support to vote digitally and this could only 
be achieved through voting events. In the future it 
was suggested that pre-project digital workshops 
could be delivered, to better support people to 
participate online.  

The effectiveness of voting events 

The core delivery team said that voting events were 
better attended in some areas than in others. Voting 
events were set up and facilitated differently in each 
area, depending on the demographics and needs of 
local residents. For example, some localities had 
more open drop-in style events, while others found 
targeted events to be more useful.     

“Very different approaches were taken in 
different areas.” 

Community Development Officer  

The number of voting events also differed between 
localities. For example, there were a large number of 
events in Oban, Lorn and the Isles because of the 
number of people living on the islands.  

Many people enjoyed attending voting events 
because of the social aspect. They could meet new 
people, discover what projects were available to vote 
for and discuss them.    

People attending voting events had the option to vote 
either online using the technology provided, or on 
paper. In some areas paper votes worked well 
because there was a lot of concern about digital 
voting, particularly from Elected Members and older 
people.   

Core delivery team members said that many people 
had very strong ideas about their preferred 
communication and voting methods. Therefore to 
rely on either online or paper channels might have 
reduced participation further. There are areas of 
Argyll and Bute where internet access is poor, 
therefore voting events were required.   
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Challenges of voting events 

The core delivery team said that attendance at some 
voting events was low, particularly in remote and 
rural areas. They discussed having more targeted 
events, but did not want to show any bias towards 
particular community groups.   

The core delivery team felt that some people did not 
understand that voting events were designed to 
supplement digital participation. They said that the 
fact that the process was supposed to be 
predominantly digital could have been made clearer.  

The core delivery team did receive some criticism 
about the location and timing of voting events. A few 
residents in some areas with no voting events were 
unhappy with this. Other residents said that they 
would have preferred evening rather than daytime 
events. In a large and sparsely populated area like 
Argyll and Bute, it is practically impossible to deliver 
events that suit everyone.      

Engaging hard-to-reach voters in the PB process 

The core delivery team discussed the challenges of 
engaging hard-to-reach groups in the PB process 
across Argyll and Bute. These included younger 
people, older people, minority ethnic communities, 
disadvantaged people and those with disabilities.  

“It was a struggle to engage hard-to-reach 
groups in some areas.” 

Community Development Officer   

A lot of resource went into targeting marginalised 
people and communities. For example, the core 
delivery team ran targeted voting events with older 
people, unemployed people and people with 
disabilities. Paper votes were an option to ensure 
that as many people as possible could have their say.   

The core delivery team acknowledged that the lowest 
voting age group was 16 – 24. They highlighted that 
this group generally feels disengaged. All schools 
were approached, but many schools declined 
involvement, because the older pupils were engaged 
in the exam period. 

Main successes of the PB process 

The core delivery team said that one of the main 
successes of the PB pilot was that it challenged the 
perception that digital participation is not possible in 
rural areas.  

“The process was exciting and interesting, but 
also challenging.” 

Community Development Officer 

Feedback from those who took part indicated that 
they felt engaged in a transparent and democratic 
exercise. They enjoyed having a say in how the 
council used the SCF funding. The core delivery team 
felt that the process helped people to develop a 
better understanding of budget decision making, and 
gave them a sense of ownership of some public 
service provision.    

The core delivery team said that the pilot PB 
approach to distributing the SCF succeeded in 
creating wider interest. A number of new applicants 
applied for a grant. 

It was felt that the PB process required applicants to 
be more innovative in the design and marketing of 
their projects. Creating a more visible competitive 
element motivated community groups to think more 
creatively. Feedback from some community groups 
indicated that they embraced the process as a new 
challenge.    

“Groups had to market their projects to gain 
votes and therefore think about how they 
present themselves generally.” 

Community Development Officer  

The core delivery team also emphasised the success 
of the interactive element of voting events – despite 
the fact that these were intended to be secondary to 
digital voting. People who attended events met new 
people, found out about projects they had no 
previous knowledge of, and felt more integrated 
within their communities.  

“It created dialogue and raised awareness of 
other projects out there.” 

Community Development Officer 

The core delivery team liked the transparency of the 
digital PB process, giving people the opportunity to 
see what is happening in their communities and 
perhaps consider how they could deliver similar 
projects.  

While there have been weaknesses identified in the 
PB process, one core delivery team member said that 
it was important to remember that it was a pilot, and 
that lessons would be learned.   

It was highlighted that the project Working Group 
worked well together because they had developed a 
better understanding of PB from the previous pilot 
project in Argyll and Bute.  

Main challenges of the PB process 

The core delivery team said that there was a lack of 
clarity around some of the stages of the PB process. 
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For example, there was “a lot of confusion about the 
ideas stage” among applicants. They felt that this 
was because of the new approach to distributing the 
funding, including different timescales and deadlines 
than the previous year.     

Some of the lower scored projects that progressed to 
the voting stage ended up receiving high numbers of 
public votes.   

This was because successful projects were ultimately 
determined by the number of votes they received 
rather than the internal scoring system. The core 
delivery team discussed whether this was a flaw 
within the council’s scoring process. Some of the 
team suggested eliminating the scoring process 
altogether, while others felt it was still necessary 

The core delivery team said that the PB pilot was an 
intensive process particularly for applicants, and the 
multiple stages involved cause fatigue for some.  

While less democratic, some applicants said that they 
preferred the previous system because it was simpler 
and less time consuming. Feedback from a few 
applicants indicated that other sources of funding 
were easier to apply for, and the PB approach might 
deter them from applying for SCF funding in the 
future.        

Some members of the core delivery team highlighted 
that there were isolated instances of tactical voting. 
For example, in a few localities, people reportedly 
tried to influence people to vote in particular areas, 
for specific projects.   

Some of the core delivery team felt that the PB 
process progressed more slowly than they hoped at 
times. Additionally, some core delivery team 
members were questioned by the public about how 
costly – in terms of time and resources – the PB 
process was.   

The unpredictability of people’s voting motivations 
was a challenge to the process. It was thought that 
some might have also voted based on their 
perceptions of the financial status of some groups.  

Feedback received by the core delivery team from 
some community groups suggested that smaller 
projects did not apply for SCF funding through the PB 
approach because they felt that they could not 
compete with larger and more popular causes.    

The core delivery team voiced concerns about a 
general lack of understanding among the general 
public, about PB. There was a perception among 
some that it was difficult to do, so they did not get 
involved. The core delivery team also voiced concerns 
about tensions that might be created by introducing 

PB in small, rural areas. The issue of parochialism 
was challenging to overcome.     

“We have to be careful not to create further 
division within communities, around who got 
what funding.” 

“Some remote areas felt that the process was 
stacked against them.” 

Community Development Officers 

Improvements to the PB process 

The core delivery team suggested some 
improvements to the PB process should it be 
repeated again.  

The pilot was described as a ‘hybrid project’, 
containing elements of the previous SCF system with 
additional PB elements added. This was viewed as 
necessary because it was a pilot project, and care 
had to be taken to ensure that it was not too 
disruptive to those involved.      

In the future, the core delivery team said that a PB-
specific grant application form must be developed, to 
replace the existing one.  

Views of the Strategic Management 
Team 

The focus group with strategic council managers with 
oversight of the PB process provided the study with 
background information on the process, the 
experiences of strategic managers of the process and 
a strategic view of the council on PB.  

The selection process 

The council recognises that that there was some 
criticism of the involvement of Elected Members in 
selecting which projects were forwarded to the voting 
stage through the Area Committees. 

The online presentation poses a restriction on the 
number of projects that would fit on the webpage, 
following the guidance and advice of the platform 
developer.   

All applications have been scored by council officers 
via an agreed scoring framework. Elected Members 
have followed the recommendations of the council 
officers based on the scoring framework in all cases.  

It was noted that more applications have been 
submitted than other years, under the previous 
selection process. 
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There was a plan to introduce scoring panels, 
including community representatives. Due to the late 
confirmation of Scottish Government funding, there 
was no time to organise this and train the panel 
members.  

Promotion of PB 

The council has put significant effort and resources 
in the promotion of the SCF, including targeted 
Facebook marketing and adverts in local newspapers. 

The choice for printed promotional materials in 
combination with the digital marketing was to 
provide equality of opportunity. Due to the rurality of 
Argyll and Bute, 15% of the population has Internet 
below the regulatory USO. 

The suggestion that applicant projects should take 
full responsibility for promotion in the future was 
met with caution. PB is already biased towards well-
organised campaigners potentially to the detriment 
of much needed projects run by groups not good at 
marketing. 

Promotion and Voting Events took a significant 
amount of resources, but the turnout was ‘only 6%’. 

Digital delivery   

The council purchased an off-the-shelf online voting 
platform. This was a fit-for-purpose, tried and tested 
system, that looked appealing. This gave the process 
credibility, security, scrutiny and accountability. 

Apart from a number of technical teething problems, 
the disadvantage of the system was that the IT 
company was a small third sector organisation based 
in Iceland  and in the council’s IT team there was 
only one staff member trained in the open source 
technology that the platform used. Reliance on the IT 
company was seen as a risk. 

Thanks to the digital delivery focus, more proposals 
have been received than previous years and the 
council has engaged with new groups. 

Equality and Inclusion 

It has taken a massive effort of council staff to 
ensure maximum participation. The mix between the 
digital approach and voting on paper and events has 
contributed to providing every citizen the 
opportunity to vote. However, we do not have the 
data to undertake a more in-depth analysis of the 

                                                        

9
 Assumptions used in this calculation: average employer 

contribution for National Insurance is 13.8% and average 
employer contribution to pension is 19.3%. 

socio-economic background of voters to assess 
whether all groups in society have taken part. 

The council acknowledged the relative under-
representation of young people. The voting age of 16 
was chosen, but for future PB projects this could be 
reconsidered.     

Project delivery costs 

The cost to deliver PB has two components: cash 
contributions and staff time. 

The total cash cost for the PB Pilot was £14,800. A 
breakdown of these costs is illustrated in Chart 4.1, 
represented as a percentage of the total cost. 

CHART 4.1: % COST OF PB DELIVERY 

 

Of the cash costs, software and capital were one-off 
costs, representing 3% of the total. 

The cash costs were covered by a grant of £17,100 
from the Scottish Government’s Community Choices 
Fund.   

 

Staff time and resources 

In total, 1,515 hours of additional staff time were 
used to deliver the PB Pilot. The total cost of these 

hours is estimated at £36,350.9 

The total cost of PB delivery, including the cost of 
delivery and staff time, and excluding evaluation 
costs, was £51,150. This means that the on-cost for 
the delivery of PB was 47% of the total funds 
disbursed to community groups. 
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Costs of the evaluation 

In addition to the costs for project delivery and staff 
time and resources, the cost for the evaluation of the 
Supporting Communities Fund Participatory 
Budgeting Pilot was £6,258.75, representing 17.75 
days of consultant input. 

Evaluation costs are detailed as follows: 

TABLE 4.1: EVALUATION COSTS – PROFESSIONAL FEES 

Evaluation 
Activity 

Consultant 1 Consultant 2 Consultant 3 

Inception 
meeting 

0.25 - - 

Desk research - 0.25 2 

Literature review - 3 0.75 

Focus groups 1 1 2 

Telephone 
interviews 

- 1.5 0.5 

Analysis 1 1.5 - 

Reporting 2 1.5 - 

TOTAL DAYS 4.25 8.25 5.25 

Day rate £525 £345 £225 

TOTAL FEES £2,231.25 £2,846.25 £1,181.25 

 

Taking into consideration the professional fees in 
Table 4.2 (£6,258.75), venue hire (£400), travel 
expenses (300) and VAT (£1,391.75), the total cost 
for the evaluation of the PB Pilot was £8,350.50. This 
cost was met by the Scottish Government. It was 
procured through competitive tender. 
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6. Views on the Process  

This section of the report presents the perception of applicants and voters on the participatory budgeting approach 
and the use of digital media in the delivery of the Fund.

The application process  

The application process involved completing a 
relatively straightforward form, due diligence checks 
and scoring against the funding criteria by council 
staff and ultimately Elected Members decided which 
projects would go through to the voting stage.  

Over half of the applicants that completed the 
survey, were unable to comment on the selection 
process. Of the remaining most found the selection 
process effective. 

 

Participants of the focus groups overall found the 
forms easy to complete and the accompanying 
guidance clear and easy to understand, although 
some required the help of the Community 
Development Officer (CDO). 

From what I saw there was a good variety of 
projects selected. 

Applicant 

Those that required and accessed CDO support, 
found it very useful and were highly satisfied with the 
support provided. 

The satisfaction with the application process was 
shared by the representative of a newly formed 
group, with very limited experience with grant 
application processes. 

                                                        

10
 There is no evidence of ‘Internet trolls’ interfering with the 

SCF pilot, this was mainly a fear expressed. 

Presentation of projects 

All projects put forward to voting were presented as 
‘thumbnails’ on the four area-based SCF websites 
(called ‘Ideas Site’).  

Many applicants and voters found that the space to 
present their projects on the Voting Site (limited to 
120 characters) was too small to do justice to their 
project. Voters who do not know the project, felt they 
had not enough information to make an informed 
choice. 

Also, the space for a picture was felt to be too small, 
as it did not allow for including complex, but 
compelling images. 

“It was impossible, we are a new project that 
wanted funding to explain who we are, and 
why we were formed. Apart from that we were 
limited to 250 characters to sell ourselves. 

Applicant 

Finally, some applicants were not aware of the 
importance of picking a project title that included 
their group name. Failing to do so, potential voters 
would not recognise their project. 

Some applicants commented on the difficulty to 
amend their ‘thumbnail’ once submitted, which 
meant they had to contact the CDO to correct typo’s. 

Voters and applicants did not appreciate the set-up 
of the comments section on the Ideas Site. It was felt 
that specifically inviting negative comments under 
the ‘against’ category, was against the spirit of the 
process, had the potential of inciting conflicts and 

could be seen as an invitation to ‘internet trolls’10.   

Some suggestions on project presentation were 
made: 

 Make the limited character ‘thumbnails’ 
clickable and allow projects to provide more 
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detailed information and images on their 
organisation and projects.    

 Add the applicant organisation name in the 
headline of the ‘thumbnail’ in the format 
‘Organisation – Project Title’. 

 Replace the ‘for and against’ on the Ideas Site 
with a neutral ‘comments/questions’ section. 

Promotion of the fund 

Argyll and Bute Council have made a significant 
effort to promote the fund and the PB process, 
through: 

 Printed materials: posters, leaflets and 
postcards. 

 Adverts in local community newspapers. 

 Digital marketing through Facebook and the 
council’s website. 

 Voting events. 

Analysis of website data shows that more than 
18,100 people were reached by posts promoting PB 
the Ideas Site and over 34,400 promoting the Voting 
Site. The Ideas Site was viewed 36,620 times and the 
Voting Site 131,400. 

Most voters (70%) thought that the promotion of the 
SCF was effective. 

 

“I received emails, saw posters and saw press 
articles.” 
 
 “I felt well informed about the process, its 
purpose and the opportunities it offered. The 

                                                        

11
 Word of mouth includes emails sent by CDOs and other 

partners (e.g. Third Sector Interface, Community Councils). 

marketing was clear and attractive. I mostly 
saw digital marketing.” 

Voters 

From the survey undertaken for this study, more than 
half (56%) indicated that they heard about the SCF 

through word-of-mouth11. Digital promotion channels 
(Facebook, Website, LinkedIn, etc.) were mentioned 
by just over a third (35%) and the printed material 
reached less than one in ten (9%). 

 

“I heard about it through contact with one of 
the projects that was seeking money.  If I had 
not had that direct contact with the process I 
would have been entirely unaware that the 
process was happening.”  
 
 “I live in …. and did not see any posters 
displayed.  I heard about it through an 
employee of the TSI” 

Voters 

Voters were also asked about promotion channels at 
specific stages in the process. Again word of mouth 
was cited by the majority (60%), followed by social 
media (37%) and only a small minority mentioned 
printed media (3%).

 

0% 20% 40% 60% 80%100%

Promotion was not so
good

Promotion was effective

30%

70%

Promotion of the PB Process (Voters)

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Printed media

Social media

Word-of-mouth

9%

35%

56%

Promotion Channels (Voters)

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Printed Media

Social Media

Word of Mouth

3%

37%

60%

Promotion Channels Ideas Site (Voters)



Argyll and Bute Council / SCF Participatory Budgeting pilot 

- 19 - 
 

At voting stage word of mouth was still most 
mentioned (44%), closely followed by social media 
(41%).

 

Voter focus group participants were less satisfied 
with the promotion. Many stated that they were not 
aware of any promotional materials, and heard about 
the fund through word of mouth. 

“I heard about it through Facebook I'm sure. I 
don't think your average person on the street 
would have noticed or looked further into it.” 
 
“I learned about it from neighbours who were 
applying for funds.” 

Voters 

Digital marketing was seen as most effective by voter 
focus group participants. However, voter focus group 
participants stressed the importance of printed 
promotional material alongside digital promotion to 
ensure those without IT skills or access to Internet 
could fully participate. 

“I saw it regularly on Facebook and saw 
posters too.” 
 
“I saw it on Facebook and in the local press but 
didn't see posters. Good to use several sources 
as I saw it once and was interested, then the 
add in the paper reminded me and made it easy 
to find. 

Voters 

The applicant survey shows a reverse picture, almost 
two-thirds (63%) thought the promotion was 
ineffective and just over a third (38%) found it 
effective.  

 

The participants to the applicant focus groups were 
satisfied with the effort the council has taken to 
promote the SCF. Word-of-mouth and social media 
were found to be the most useful. 

“No, the only place I saw it was on social 
media.” 

“Yes, it was well promoted.” 
Applicants 

In the application process, applicants were asked 
where they heard about the SCF and the PB process. 
Almost three-quarters (74%) heard about the SCF 
through word-of-mouth (CDO’s, Third Sector 
Interface, Community Council, etc.). 

 

For groups that did not have a physical presence, the 
printed material was not very helpful, those that had 
a physical venue used the posters, leaflets and 
postcards, but still found social media most useful. 

It was acknowledged that this is a pilot project and 
that the PB process is used on a significant scale in 
Argyll and Bute for the first time. It is expected that 
when the process is repeated in coming years, less 
promotion and publicity will be required.   

An important point made by voters as well as 
applicant groups was that the onus of promoting the 
projects, should be on the applicants, rather than on 
the council. They are ultimately responsible for 
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generating enough publicity to attract a sufficient 
number of votes. 

“Advertising was ok but at what expense in 
the overall budget given the sum that was 
actually being disbursed.” 

Voter 

Some suggestions for improvement of the promotion 
were made: 

 Attach information about the PB process with 
the annual Council Tax notice. This will 
ensure a greater reach of the information and 
there is a direct link with the idea of local 
people having a say on what happens with the 
tax they pay. 

 Tag the promotion of the SCF to annual events 
happening in the community (e.g. gala days, 
highland games). To do this effectively, 
however, the timing of the fund is not the 
most suitable, as most events are organised in 
the summer.  

Voting events 

Four out of ten voters (40%) were not aware that the 
events existed, and more than a quarter (28%), which 
is approximately half of the voters that knew about 
the events, did not think they added any value. 

Only a fifth of the voters (18%) found the events 
useful and adding value to the process, which 
equates to approximately one-third of voters that 
knew about the events. 

 

Attendants to the voter focus groups were generally 
not aware that events had been organised and did 
not think they were particularly helpful, particularly 
given the relative large amount of resource (staff 
time, travel, etc.) it requires.   

 

“I wasn't aware that there were any!” 
 
“None took place in my locality.” 
 
“Nobody attended the …. event that was held, 
I couldn't go as I work.  I'm not sure people 
realised what it was.” 
 
“I didn't manage to go but think this is where 
so much of the benefit comes face to face.” 

Voters 

Applicants that completed the survey, were more 
aware of and positive about the voting events. Only 
one in seven (14%) did not know about the events 
and just over a third (36%) found they did not add 
any value. Most applicants (43%) were aware of the 
events and found them useful. 

 

Applicant focus group attendants were mostly 
unaware of the voting events. Some applicants said 
that the events could play a role in the pilot phase of 
PB, but may not be a cost-effective way of marketing 
the process in the future. 

“It's difficult to get people motivated to go to 
events - not sure overall if it was a justified 
use of staff time.” 

“Not enough value to justify the costs and 
time devoted to it, especially for such small 
grant awards.” 

Applicants 

Another applicant mentioned that the geography of 
Argyll and Bute makes events less effective to reach 
large groups of voters. 

Some suggestions for improvement were given: 

 Rather than organising events, the council 
could support local groups to organise events. 
The council could provide promotional 
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materials for the event and perhaps a small 
grant to cover hall hire and refreshments.  

 Virtual events could be organised, whereby 
projects would record a presentation about 
their project, which can be then be shared 
online. 

 Again, rather than organising separate voting 
events, Fund promotion could be tied in to 
existing events (timing of the fund is not ideal 
for this).   

“Not sure, but maybe another strategy which 
used less staff time would be better. Maybe 
make the people who applied for funding 
promote it more?” 

“They were unnecessary and must have been 
expensive to run.” 

Voters 

Motivation for voting 

When asked what motivated them to vote for the 
project(s) they voted for, voters mentioned in equal 
measures that they voted for projects they knew 
(33%), projects that were in their town or local area 
(33%) and projects across the board that they found 
most deserved support (33%). 

 

The emphasis of people to vote for projects they 
knew or that were in their direct locality, was also 
expressed in the voter and applicant focus groups. 

“I felt they were worthwhile and diverse and 
involved different age groups.” 

“I voted for organisations that were trying to 
improve quality of life for the local people.”   

“Because they were in my area.” 

“I voted for projects I knew about and felt 
were worth supporting.”   

“First and foremost I voted for projects which 
had the most direct impact on my 
community.” 

“I tended to vote for those local to me on an 
island.” 

Voters 

There is evidence that some ‘tactical’ voting 
occurred, by voting for just one or a few projects, to 
increase the chance that they would get funded. 

 “I only voted for one as there was no 
statistical sense in voting for more than one if 
you wished your prime contender to get 
funded.” 

“I was asked to vote for a specific project.” 

“I was canvassed by the organisation.” 
Voters 

The use of digital technology 

PB typically focuses around events, where projects 
can present themselves, and voters can discuss the 
merits of those projects. The geography of Argyll and 
Bute presents a challenge to such an approach. 
Therefore, Argyll and Bute Council have opted for a 
predominantly digital approach to PB. 

Analysis of data from the Ideas Site shows that the 
site was visited by 7,420 visitors. Social media was 
responsible for the most traffic generated to the site 
(57%), followed by direct searches for the site (28%) 
and referral from other websites (15%). The vast 
majority of social media traffic was generated by 
Facebook. The vast majority of referrals from other 
sites (89%) came from Argyll and Bute Council’s 
website. 

Analysis of data from the Voting Site revealed that 
during the voting period the site was accessed by 
7,850 voters. The vast majority of traffic generated 
to the Voting Site came from social media (62%), and 
direct searched for the Voting site (34%). The vast 
majority of social media traffic (98%) was generated 
by Facebook. 

The majority of voters that completed the survey 
(85%) found the digital voting process easy.  
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Voter focus group attendees all voted online and 
largely found the process straightforward.  

“I found the website informative and easy to 
use.” 

“Very easy to go on-line, view the projects and 
vote.” 

“It was fine; staff were at hand to assist.” 

“Digital voting was a good idea.” 

“I found the online voting pages difficult to 
use and the process hard to understand.” 

Voters 

The applicants that completed the survey showed a 
more mixed picture, half of them (50%) found it easy, 
the other half (50%) not.

Applicant focus group participants also found the 
digital voting easy and straightforward.  

The vast majority of users of the Ideas Site (92%) and 
the Voting Site (86%) found them easy to use. Almost 
all visitors to the Ideas Site (90%) said they would 
consider using a similar page again in the future.  

The vast majority of voters (92%) and applicants 
(100%) thought that in the future the option to vote 
on paper was essential. 

 

 

“Yes to ability to vote by post and at events. 
Digital better but can exclude some.” 

“I think both options are necessary as older 
generations may struggle with digital 
technology.” 

Applicants 

Voters and applicants attending the focus group 
agreed that it was important to keep the provision of 
paper voting, in particular this was thought useful to 
include elderly voters. 

Many voters, however, mentioned confusion about 
the number of votes they could cast. As shown in 
Table 3.3, almost half of voters just voted for one 
project, rather than use their full allocation. 

Mostly this was due to people not knowing they had 
a ‘shopping basket’ and could vote for projects until 
the basket was full. If this method is to be used in 
the future, this should be explained more clearly on 
the website. 

“I wasn't clear from the start that you could 
vote for multiple projects but apart from that 
the process was fine.” 

“I did not like having to ‘share’ my funding 
around as I was only interested in limited 
numbers of projects within my area and did 
not feel adequately informed or invested to 
look at all the others.” 

Voters 
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There is also some evidence from the focus group 
discussions that strategic voting for just one or a few 
local projects happened, and in some cases even 
promoted by applicant groups.  

There was also widespread mention by voters and 
applicants of confusion about the two stages of the 
PB process. Many people were under the impression 
that by liking projects at the Ideas Site, they have 
voted for that project (comparable with many prize 
draws etc. on Facebook). It is assumed that this 
confusion has been detrimental to the turnout.  

“There were two distinct elements to the 
process; one to stimulate discussion, which 
was helpful and interesting, the second to 
vote. The connection between the two 
processes remains unclear.” 

Voters 

Some voters and applicants mentioned some 
technical hiccups, including the website being 
inaccessible for some hours, the inability to use 
some Firefox Web browser to vote and the comments 
left on the Ideas Site appearing at the bottom of the 
list, rather than at the top.  

Engaging with voters 

More than three-quarters of applicant projects (77%) 
found it easy to engage with voters, although almost 
half of survey respondents (46%) found it particularly 
time-consuming.

 

The applicant focus groups confirmed that engaging 
with voters was reasonably straightforward, but time-
consuming. 

“We have a website and make good use of 
social media so found it easy to make contact 
with potential voters.” 

 

 

“It got really time consuming to keep the 
voters interested throughout the long voting 
period.” 

“The whole process was more time consuming 
for everyone than the grant awards justified.” 

Applicants 

Applicants indicated that they have mainly mobilised 
the people they knew already, and have made little 
effort to engage with new potential voters. 

Engaging voters was done mainly by word-of-mouth 
and social media. 

In some localities, applicants worked together and 
promoted each other’s projects. 

“We made a point of showing support for 
other local bids and gained support in return 
as a result.” 
 
“In our small community it would be seen as 
bad form to promote ourselves at the expense 
of the other local bids.” 

Applicants 

Promoting their project to potential voters has forced 
some applicants to rethink the story they want to tell 
about their organisation and projects. In the past, 
applying for the Third sector Grants was in some 
cases a ‘cut and paste’ job, which is not good 
enough to attract votes. 

It was particularly challenging for small groups in 
small rural communities and new groups to engage 
with voters.   

Equality and inclusion 

Analysis of voter data compared to population 
statistics show that elderly people (over 65) and 
young people (16-24) are under-represented in the 
vote. 
 
Most respondents to the voter survey (58%) said that 
the PB process succeeded in including all potential 
voters. A fifth (20%) thought that digitally excluded 
people were not reached and approximately the same 
number (18%) thought that elderly people were 
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excluded.  

 
Most voters in the focus groups felt unable to 
comment on whether hard to reach groups, such as 
elderly people and people living in remote rural 
places, were fully included in the process.  

However, most voters assumed that the digital 
approach should work well to include people in 
remote rural places. On the other hand, it was also 
recognised that the digital approach might work less 
well for elderly people and people without digital 
skills or access to the Internet or a computer. 

“People in remote areas might not have as 
much access to the internet as others.  I know 
people who still have no broadband at home.” 

Voter 

Applicants had a different view, only 13% thought 
that the process had included all groups. A large 
majority of applicants (87%) thought that some 
groups were excluded, including elderly people (38%) 
and digitally excluded people (25%). 

 

Applicants attending the focus groups felt that the 
process had not excluded any specific groups. 
Applicants again, stated that the onus to make sure 
everyone is included lies with the projects. 

“A digital approach is definitely a good option 
for remote and rural and indeed working 
people.” 
 
“Definitely easier I would imagine for people 
in remote areas to vote digitally.  It suited 
me.” 

Voter 

Elderly people 

Consultation focused on elderly people (focus group 
with elderly people, email correspondence and 
interview with the TSI) raised a number of issues.  

Elderly people were not comfortable using digital 
technology. Many elderly people did not understand 
the voting process (the difference between ideas and 
voting stages) and required support in participation 
in PB.  

“I work with older people so I had to get their 
opinions on paper and then transfer them to 
the online system.” 

“I asked my 94 year old mother in law to try 
and she managed it too.” 
 
“I do think digital is easier in remote areas but 
it may deter some older people.” 

Voters 

“I think the main challenge is to engage older 
folk who won't necessarily be aware of an 
online vote or be unable to vote even if they 
do know.” 
 
“The main challenge was the digital format. 
We are in a rural area, sometimes broadband 
is poor and also an aging population who are 
less experienced in the use of computers.” 

Applicants 

For groups run by elderly people, who were not very 
digitally included, it was very difficult, due to 
mobility issues, to canvas homes in their area to 
mobilise votes.   

Elderly people preferred printed promotional material 
over digital and had a strong preference for paper 
voting. Visual impairment was an issue for some 
participants. 

There was a reluctance to share personal 
information, in particular their date of birth. 
Especially since elderly people are warned in 
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marketing campaigns on television, radio and other 
media not to share personal data. 

Young people 

When asked why young people aged 16-24 years 
were relatively underrepresented in the voting 
population, several possible explanations were 
offered by voters and applicants. Many focus group 
participants thought that some young people simply 
were less interested in the sort of projects that were 
on offer. The social media used by the council and 
the groups (Facebook, Twitter, council website) are 
highly irrelevant to young people. The fact that the 
voting period coincide with the Easter holidays, when 
many young people are studying for their exams, has 
not helped participation. 

Several focus group participants also commented on 
the minimum voting age of 16 years, which 
disadvantages projects working with children under 
16 years of age, whose natural pool of voters was not 
allowed to vote. 

“We work with 11-18 year olds and they were 
really upset that they could not vote for their 
own service.” 

Applicant 

Consultation with a service provider for young people 
flagged up some issues. 

Once supported in engaging with the PB process, 
young people were interested and enthusiastic. 
However, the opportunity to provide support is very 
limited. 

The social media channels used to promote the fund 
were not used by young people. Even using different 
social media channels, would probably not lead to a 
significant increase in participation. Only targeted 
face-to-face support would increase participation 
rates. 

Young people are not interested to attend general 
Voting Events and require a targeted approach. 
Voting events could be outsourced to organisations 
that work with young people on a daily basis. 

Young people found the term ‘participatory 
budgeting’ off-putting. 

Young people did not agree with the minimum voting 
age of 16 years, and would like to see it set at a 
lower age. Some focus group participants also 
suggested lowering the voting age to include more 
young people. 

Some suggestions were made to increase 
participation of young people: 

 Promote the PB process to young people 
through more age appropriate social media, 
such as SnapChat, Instagram and Twitter. 

Small vs larger communities 

Rather than ‘hard to reach’ groups such as elderly 
people or people living in remote rural areas, many 
voters and applicants thought that the lack of 
equality in the PB process lies in the difficulty that 
groups based in small communities have in 
competing with projects located in larger population 
centres. It was suggested that allocating the available 
funding to the four administrative areas was too 
crude a measure and funding should be allocated 
more locally.  

“This voting system worked against small 
villages or projects in remote areas. Larger 
projects will always get more votes.” 

“Small rural communities are disadvantaged” 

“The projects with the biggest numbers of 
community supporters are lightly to get the 
most votes to the exclusion of quality, needs 
based projects.” 

Voters 

“l would have thought that people would have 
voted for projects in their area, i.e. the whole 
island. So the smaller more isolated 
communities/projects would have missed 
out.” 

Applicants 

Looking at the location of funded projects, this 
seems rather a perception than reality. For example, 
in the Helensburgh and Lomond area, projects from 
remote rural areas have won, while many 
Helensburgh-based projects were unsuccessful.  

Mid Argyll and Kintyre saw relatively few awards to 
the largest towns (Lochgilphead and Campbeltown), 
but smaller communities (Tarbert and Islay) did 
relatively well.  

“Yes, of note that Helensburgh centred 
projects were all pretty much unsuccessful 
whereas rural ones were successful.” 
“Nay sayers who said rural communities would 
lose out were proved wrong.” 

Applicants 

The implementation of the Islands (Scotland) Act, 
expected for 2018, will require island proofing, and 
will probably cover PB. 
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Although this is more a perception of people than a 
real issue, a number of suggestions for improvement 
were offered: 

 Apply a rural weighting to the voting process 
to create a more level playing field between 
projects based in remote rural and small 
island communities and those in the towns. 

 Allocate funding to smaller localities than the 
four administrative areas, to ensure that small 
communities (e.g. a small island community 
with only a 100 or so population) would have 
an equal chance to attract funding to their 
community. 

It is difficult to see how these suggestions could be 
implemented in a large, sparsely populated area such 
as Argyll and Bute. 

Unsuccessful groups 

From the telephone interviews with unsuccessful 
applicants a number of issues emerged. 

Unsuccessful groups gave a number of reasons why 
they thought they did not succeed in getting enough 
votes: difficulty in promoting their project; being 
based in a small community and the lack of space at 
the Ideas Site to get their points across. 

“The blurb online was not enough to 
encourage any voter to engage.” 

Voter 

Unsuccessful applicants were not very aware of the 
promotion. They were more divided on the voting 
events. Two groups were unaware of any voting 
events. One group hosted an event, but that was 

poorly attended. Another attended an event and 
thought it was well organised and useful. 

Unsuccessful groups were also split on the digital 
approach. Two groups found the website clear and 
straightforward, the other two projects found the 
website confusing and not well suited to promote 
their project. 

Engaging with voters was seen as quite difficult. For 
some unsuccessful groups it came as a surprise that 
they did not get enough votes. 

The unsuccessful groups did not think that PB has 
led to better engagement with their communities.  
 

“The system just wasn’t going to work for our 
project.” 

The unsuccessful groups were happy with the 
council’s role as a neutral facilitator. 

Perhaps unsurprisingly, the groups that did not 
attract enough votes, were not in favour of 
continuing to use PB in the future. 

“I hope they wouldn’t run a programme like 
this again.” 

The unsuccessful groups thought that in principle PB 
could lead to empowering communities. They 
thought in this case not enough people voted and 
small communities were unfairly disadvantaged, so 
the SCF did not lead to community empowerment.  

“It was just a few people clicking buttons.” 
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7. Views on the Principle 

This section of the report gives an overview of the opinions of applicants, voters and other stakeholders on the 
principles behind Participatory Budgeting, the role of the council in the process, and suggestions for further use of 
PB in the future. 

The outcome of the PB approach 

Voter and applicant focus group participants did not 
have a clear view on whether SCF funding has been 
allocated to the ‘right’ projects.  

Voters did in general buy into the principle of 
communities deciding on how SCF funding should be 
used. They thought that local people know best what 
projects are most deserving of funding within their 
communities.  

“I think the most deserving got the money. I 
wasn’t disappointed about the outcomes at 
all.” 

“I think broadly it was awarded to the right 
projects.  

Voters 
“I think the process was generally well 
received and generated a good deal of 
community interest.” 

Applicant 

The concept of a ‘popularity contest’ was not very 
attractive in principle. However, it was acknowledged 
that not many ‘unpopular’ causes were proposed, so 
this was not a major issue. 

“In votes of this kind, it is often not the most 
important groups who get support, but those 
who can muster voters.” 

“I suspect some projects had more 'savvy' 
members who were able to mobilise votes.” 

With this type of system larger communities 
will vote for projects in their own areas thus 
disenfranchising the smaller projects or 
communities.”  

Voters 

Voters thought that people typically voted for what 
and who they know. Location and reputation tended 
to lead the voting process. 

Again, the relative disadvantage of projects in small 
communities, and new projects, was mentioned. 

“It was very evident that voting was greatly 
influenced by where projects were and what 
kind of clients would benefit from them.”  

Voter 

Impact on communities 

Participants in the voter and applicant focus groups 
did not report any conflicts or tensions in their 
communities because of the PB process.  

There were some issues raised to the council. In 
cases were tensions arose, it emerged that they were 
not caused by PB, but brought into the open by the 
process. 

Focus group participants reported that PB was not 
discussed much within their communities. However, 
there was some evidence of lively discussions about 
the PB process and projects online. 

“Generally well received, increased 
engagement and support, no obvious 
tensions.” 

“It was well received in our community.” 

“Not sure how many normal people know 
about it. Certainly not the topic of 
conversation in most communities.” 

“It went over most people’s heads.” 

“I don't think most of the community were 
engaged unfortunately.” 

Voters 

There is some anecdotal evidence of predominantly 
online contact between groups with similar aims and 
activities in different areas. 

The PB process has made some local residents more 
aware of the projects and groups that exist in their 
communities. 

The council’s perspective 

The PB process has enabled Argyll and Bute Council 
to engage with community groups and individuals 
that they have never been in contact with before. 
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The role of the council 

Voters’ perspective 

PB theory advises appointing a neutral facilitator to 
ensure the process is fair for all. For the SCF, the 
council took on the role of facilitator. 

Almost two-thirds of voters (63%) that completed the 
survey were satisfied with the role of Argyll and Bute 
Council as a neutral facilitator, and only a small 
minority (7%) thought the council has not acted in a 
neutral way. 

 
Voter focus group participants were highly satisfied 
with the role of the council as a neutral facilitator. 
They felt that the council adds scrutiny and 
accountability to the process. 

“I think the council should be a neutral 
facilitator and handled the situation very well.” 

“I think the council was an honest broker and 
undoubtedly the intentions were good.” 

“I thought they behaved perfectly. They 
seemed neutral but supportive.” 

“Probably as neutral as they could be.” 
Voters 

However, many voters questioned the role of the 
council in the process of deciding which projects 
progressed to the voting stage. This was sometimes 
viewed as not being transparent. 

“No council not neutral as they decided on 
projects to go forward and actual voting stage 
results not made public.” 

“I don't know, but I did wonder how projects 
were selected/filtered.” 

Voters 

 

Applicants’ perspective 

More than three-quarters of applicants that 
completed the survey expressed satisfaction with the 
role of the council. 

 
Applicant focus group participants were also very 
positive about the role of Argyll and Bute Council in 
the process. There was recognition of the 
accountability of the council for spending public 
money, which justified their role. 

“The Argyll and Bute Council people I 
contacted during the process were most 
helpful and definitely neutral.” 

Applicant 

There was widespread praise for the role of the 
CDO’s in supporting applicants throughout the 
process. 

Most applicants did not believe that independent 
facilitation would improve the process, but felt it 
would add to the cost. This would ultimately be 
detrimental to the money available for projects. 

Some applicants also queried the role of Elected 
Members in deciding which projects were put 
forward for the voting stage.   

“It was never clear how such a decision would 
be made or was made.” 

“No not neutral as they decided which projects 
went forward.” 

Applicants 

The council’s perspective 

The council has a legal obligation to ensure that all 
public monies for which they are responsible are 
used appropriately.  There is therefore a clear role for 
the authority to play in the disbursement of funds, 
which cannot be guaranteed by independent 
facilitation.  Further, the potential cost of 
independent facilitation would reduce the amount of 
funds available for disbursement. 
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Empowering communities 

Data gathered during the PB process showed 
evidence of communities feeling empowered. 

The vast majority of visitors to the Ideas Site (88%) 
reported that the website was a good way for groups 
to engage the community in discussions about what 
they do and what they plan to do. 

The vast majority of visitors to the Voting Site (90%) 
felt that the SCF gave them a greater say about how 
money is spent in their community. A similar number 
of visitors (88%) thought that the PB approach is a 
good way of increasing community involvement in 
decision-making. 

Voters’ perspective 

When asked at the time of this study, voters and 
applicants were less sure of how the PB process 
affected community empowerment. 

Most voters surveyed (56%) reported that the PB 
process has empowered communities.  

 
Further analysis of the responses of those that 
answered ’yes, to an extent’ or ‘no’ showed that 
there was an overlap between arguments. Some 
voters thought that empowerment only happened to 
an extent, because not enough people voted, or the 
amounts of money awarded to groups were too small 
to constitute empowerment. Others used the same 
arguments to say no empowerment has taken place.  

“No, because so few people participated, 
meaningless.”  

“It certainly involved a much wider cross 
section of the community in the decision 
making process.” 

“Exercises such as this are 'small beer' 
alongside multi-million projects proceeding 
with little regard to the outcomes of the 
council's own consultation process." 

“I think it has empowered local communities 
and I think the longer the scheme continues 
this would be even more obvious.” 

“I don't think enough people knew what was 
going on so not enough participated - so not 
really empowering at present.” 

“I felt very empowered by it and so did our 
community development group.” 

Voters 

A significant minority of voters (15%) expressed the 
opinion that PB is incapable of empowering 
communities. 

“Not really, I think that it is an unfair system.” 

“No it is fundamentally flawed.  On balance, 
never mind the actual outcome on this 
occasion, the communities with the greater 
numbers will receive more funding by the 
nature of this crude form of democracy.” 

Voters 

Voters in focus groups mostly agreed that PB has the 
potential to empower communities. Most said that 
the distribution of the SCF has shifted some decision-
making power from a small group of Elected 
Members to the wider community, and that they felt 
empowered by this.   

“I think it is really good that the community 
got the opportunity to vote for projects that 
meant something to them. Usually we have no 
idea where our taxes go!” 

Voter 

Applicants’ perspective 

Almost two-thirds of applicants who completed the 
survey (64%) found the PB process empowering for 
communities. 
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“It did lead to better community engagement, 
but was time consuming and stressful.” 

“I think it worked very well, it provoked a lot 
of discussion in the community about how 
decisions are made and what is a “deserving” 
cause.” 

Applicants 

A large proportion of those that answered ‘no’ in the 
survey (21%) thought that PB fundamentally lacks the 
ability to empower communities.   

“Delegating decision making to the 
community in order to off-set the 
responsibility for how money is spent is not 
what local government should be. It is not 
democratic.” 

Applicant 

Applicant focus group participants also agreed that 
transferring decision-making power to those who 
received funding has empowered communities.  

The council’s perspective 

It was recognised that PB could lead to the 
empowerment of communities, but at the same time, 
that this objective was only partly met by the SCF. 

The future of PB in Argyll and Bute 

Almost two-thirds of voters who completed the 
survey (64%) supported the continuation of 
distributing SCF funding through PB in the future, 
while a quarter of voters (25%) would prefer a return 
to the previous system.  

 
Most participants of the voter and applicant focus 
groups supported using PB for SCF in the future. 
Most saw the SCF pilot as a first step in a process, 
that needs tweaked, but is essentially the way 

                                                        

12
 Report on Scottish Council Elections 2017, Hugh Bochel, David 

Denver, August 2017 

forward for the distribution of the SCF and other 
grant funds. 

“Yes. People will come to accept and expect 
it.” 

“It is a good approach for grants, and could be 
trialled for other discretionary spending.” 

“Better to let locals decide this sort of thing 
than Councillors who have their own 
agendas.” 

Voters 

Some participants expressed concern about the extra 
cost of PB, which, without additional Scottish 
Government funding, would lead to less funding 
being available for projects. In the PB pilot, the on-
cost for delivering the programme was 47% of the 
total grant funding available. 

“The amount of work that goes into delivering 
these funds through PB needs to be 
considered, in relation to the benefit to 
empowering the communities.” 
 
“I think it is another layer of bureaucracy that 
just wastes the limited resources available.” 

Voters 

The council’s perspective 

The council needs to get a better understanding of 
the cost and benefits of PB to make an informed 
decision about whether to continue to use PB for the 
allocation of the SCF. In addition, the views of the 
community and the Elected Members need to be 
taken into consideration. 

Some considerations in this decision are: 

 The turn-out of 6%, which may raise issues of 
legitimacy. Elected Members, the alternative 
decision making power to PB, have, with a 

turnout of 53% in the latest elections12, a 
democratic legitimacy which is more than 
eight times larger than the current PB process. 

 The turn-out of 6% should also be compared 
to the number of people that have no or bad 
broadband connection or no or very weak 
mobile phone signal. It is likely that at least as 
many citizens have been excluded from the 
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process than people that have made the 
decisions. 

 The benefits of community engagement and 
community empowerment. 

Mainstreaming PB 

Opinions are divided on the use of PB for the 
distribution of other mainstream council budgets, 
with approximately half of voters (51%) and 
applicants (56%) supporting the idea.  

  

  

Voter and applicant focus groups were equally 
divided. There was some support for the principle, 
but many also highlighted objections on the grounds 
of practicalities and principles. 

“I don't see why most things couldn't be done 
this way. A brilliant idea.” 

Voter 
“Stop it all. Save money and leave it to 
Councillors who are voted in on a proper 
democratic basis.” 

Applicant 

In order to make decisions on mainstream council 
budget allocations, the general public need to have 
more of specialist subject knowledge to oversee the 
wider consequences of budget allocation decisions.  

 

 

 

“I think the overall allocation of the total 
council budget is too complex and difficult to 
be devolved to individual voters.” 

“It would be impossible for communities to 
have all the knowledge and understanding to 
make informed judgements.” 

“The budgets should be allocated by 
professional people.”  

Voters 

If PB was used for some mainstream budget 
allocations, the council should spend considerable 
time and other resources to make voters aware of the 
risks and consequences of their choices.   

PB can only be suitable for services that affect every 
citizen. For services that only affect a small part of 
the community (e.g. addiction services, ex-offender 
services) PB was not seen suitable. 

Statutory duties and essential services should be 
excluded from PB. 

“Potentially yes, but primarily for non- vital 
services because in many cases I think 
decisions need to be made at least in part by 
experts.” 

Applicant 

If PB was mainstreamed, the aggregative 
participation method used in the SCF Pilot (voting) 
was seen as less suitable when compared to a 
deliberative participation method (voting after 
discussions at events). Deliberative participation 
would be very difficult and costly to organise in a 
large, rural area such as Argyll and Bute. Therefore, 
applying PB to mainstream council budgets, should 
be approached with the utmost caution. 

“Participatory budgeting should be used with 
caution where there are powerful lobby 
groups that might be able to distort 
outcomes.”  

Voters 

Some participants expressed the opinion that PB has 
no place in our representative democracy. In other 
words, Councillors are elected to make decisions.  

“There is some place for elective 
representatives in a democracy taking 
responsibility for making these decisions.” 

“Forget the idea entirely it is fundamentally 
anti-democratic in all but the most crude 
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sense of I am bigger than you so my thoughts 
win irrespective of merit.” 

“I am not in favour of this form of community 
involvement.  It’s the Councillor’s' job to 
decide, that is what they have been elected 
for.” 
 
“We elect Councillors to decide stuff to benefit 
communities,” 

Voters 

“Stop it all save money and leave it to 
Councillors who are voted in on a proper 
democratic basis.” 

Applicant 

The council’s perspective    

The council acknowledges that there is an 
expectation from central government that 1% of all 
council budgets should be spent through PB.  

This ambition will be difficult to realise, for a number 
of reasons: 

 The majority of the council budgets are 
already compulsory allocated. For example, 
the vast majority of the Education budget is 
allocated to schools and the contribution to 
the Health and Social Care Partnership is set 
by central government. 

 The council has statutory duties that cannot 
be included in PB. 

 There are a number of critical services that 
only affect a limited part of the community 
that could not be subject to PB. Some of these 
services are less attractive to people not 
directly affected by them, such as addiction 
services or services for ex-offenders. 

 Naturally citizens have a tendency to put their 
own interest over the common good. For 
example, no community would vote to home a 
new waste management plant (NIMBY effect). 

Also there would be little appetite to vote for 
an essential upgrade of IT systems for the 
council over for example filling potholes or 
collecting bins more frequently. 

 The largest proportion of the remaining ‘free’ 
budget is tied up in staff cost and long-term 
contracts.  

There is a fundamental difference in distributing 
grant funding to community-based projects through 
the SCF, and allocating mainstream budgets. A 
choice for SCF projects does not take anything away 
from another community. Choices in mainstream 
funding will do exactly that.  

For example, filling potholes in location A might 
mean that that the potholes in location B could not 
be filled. Likewise, if the community chooses to 
spend its budget on childcare, this means that there 
would be less budget for available for the care of 
elderly people.  

PB can only replace the representative democratic 
structures in decision making if the community is 
heavily involved and voting turnout match those at 
local elections. To realise that, there is a massive 
investment required, that in the current climate of 
austerity is impossible. 

Making decisions about mainstream budgets require 
a deliberative participation approach, rather that the 
aggregative participation approach applied by the 
SCF. The geography of Argyll and Bute is particularly 
unsuitable for such an approach. 

Finally, PB should not be used to shift difficult 
decisions about reducing resources on to 
communities. There is a structural question to be 
answered by society whether we want to maintain a 
decent level of services, and pay for them through 
taxation, or minimal level of services with low 
taxation. PB is not suitable to answer that question. 
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8. Conclusions  

This section draws conclusions from the research and makes recommendations on implementing PB in the future.

From the research, the following conclusions 
emerged:  

Research Method 

1. The views of voters expressed in this research is 
not representative for all voters, and certainly 
not representative for the population of Argyll 
and Bute. 

The Process 

The Turnout 

2. The turnout for the SCF PB was 6.4%. This 
questions the democratic legitimacy of the 
process, especially compared to the turnout of 
53% at the latest local council elections, the 
alternative delivery mechanism to PB. 
 

3. However, compared to other high profile PB 
projects across the world, that are seen as great 
successes, such as Puerto Allegro and Paris with 
a turnout of 7-10%, the turnout in the Argyll and 
Bute pilot is respectable. 
 

4. There is evidence that PB builds momentum over 
time, so future use of PB is likely to achieve a 
higher turnout.  

The Cost 

5. The overall cost to deliver the SCF PB Pilot (£51k) 
is disproportionate to the total amount of 
funding (£110k). 
 

6. The majority of the cost (£36k) is opportunity 
cost (staff time).  
 

7. Of the cash component (£15k), £2.5k was for 
one-off cost.   

Project Delivery 

8. Some of the key successes of the overall PB Pilot 
process highlighted by core delivery team 
members included challenging the perception 
that digital participation is not possible in rural 
areas, facilitating an open and transparent 
people in which people had the opportunity to 

have their voices heard, and attracting funding 
applicants beyond repeat applicants.    

 
9. Some of the challenges of the overall PB Pilot 

process highlighted by the core delivery team 
included a lack of clarity around the distinct 
stages of the process and the disproportionate 
amount of time and effort required from 
applicants in relation to the amount of funding 
available.  

The Application Process 

10. The application process was straightforward and 
easy. However if PB was to be repeated, the core 
delivery team and applicants said that a new 
application form should be designed, better 
aligned with the requirements of PB.   
 

11. Voters, applicants and core delivery team 
members generally did not like the ‘for and 
against’ feature of the Ideas Site, allowing people 
to comment on different projects. This was seen 
as non-community spirited and sometimes 
provocative. They felt it should be replaced with 
a more neutral comments or questions section. 
 

12. There was widespread criticism of the 
involvement of Elected Members in determining 
which projects were put forward to the voting 
stage. 
 

13. Elected Members have a legitimate mandate to 
be involved in how public funds are spent and 
how that impacts on their constituencies. 

Presentation of Projects 

14. The limited space for the ‘thumbnail’ project 
description on the Voting Site did not provide 
enough space to accurately represent the 
purpose of projects, for applicants or voters. 
 

15. If PB was to be repeated, providing additional 
information (e.g. need for the project, the 
organisation, and project activity) should be 
collected and made available as content sitting 
behind the ‘thumbnail’, for those who wanted 
more information.  
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Promotion of SCF 

16. Argyll and Bute Council has put a significant 
amount of effort and money into promotion, but 
the effect of the promotion has been limited: 
- Only 6.4% of potential voters turned out. 
- Awareness of the promotional material among 

voters and applicants consulted was low. 
 

17. Voters and applicants consulted indicated that 
promotion of PB is not necessarily a task for the 
council. Many said that the onus for marketing 
should be on the applicants to promote their 
projects and convince people to vote for them. 
 

18. The risk of placing the responsibility for project 
promotion with applicants is that funding will be 
awarded to projects with the most resources and 
those that are good at generating publicity, 
rather than to those that address greatest need. 
 

19. Over time, if PB was to be repeated, marketing 
and promotion becomes less important, as 
people get used to the PB process. 
 

20. Applicants mainly promoted their projects to 
people who were already attached to or aware of 
their projects. Future promotion should look at 
ways to include more people that are not 
attached to or aware of projects. 
 

21. If PB was to be repeated, it could be promoted 
along with Council Tax Notices, which apart from 
reaching a wide range of the community, 
provides a natural link with the concept of PB. 

 Voting events 

22. There was a low awareness of the Voting Events, 
and a significant number of consultees found 
their value limited. 

23. Voting events took up a significant amount of 
council staff time and resources. 

24. The council could consider offering community 
groups background information, promotional 
material and a small grant to cover room hire 
and refreshments to organise their own events. 

25. Rather than organising bespoke Voting Events, it 
might be more efficient to tag onto existing 
events (e.g. gala days, highland games and other 
community events) to promote PB. This would 
affect the timing of SCF delivery as most 
community events are organised during the 
summer. 

26. Events could be delivered virtually, which would 
also increase the deliberative participation 
approach. 

Digital delivery  

27. Digital delivery was welcomed by most, but 
special provisions need to be made for people 
without digital skills or access to the internet. 
 

28. There were some technical problems with the 
Ideas and Voting Sites. 
 

29. There was widespread confusion about how to 
vote through the Voting Site. Some voters 
thought that they had voted by simply ‘liking’ 
projects on the Ideas Site (comparable to 
Facebook voting). This may have negatively 
impacted on voting turnout. 

Engaging with voters 

30. Most applicants found it easy to engage with 
voters. However, it seems that most projects 
engaged mainly with their usual constituencies, 
rather than trying to reach voters they did not 
already interact with. 
 

31. It was particularly challenging for small groups 
in small communities and newly established 
groups to engage with voters. 
 

32. Encouraging applicants to engage more 
proactively with voters has made some projects 
more aware how important it is to promote their 
cause or organisation. 

Equality and inclusion 

33. Analysis shows that young people (16-24) and 
older people (65+) were under-represented in the 
voting turnout. 
 

34. There were concerns among applicants and 
voters that older people and digitally excluded 
people were not included in the process. 
 

35. Digital delivery was seen as a good method to 
include people in remote and rural areas. 
However, the research has not engaged with 
people in remote rural areas to confirm this. 
 

36. Consultation with many older people confirmed 
the necessity of printed promotional materials 
and paper voting to enable them to participate. 
 

37. The social media used for SCF are not 
necessarily suitable for young people. If PB was 
to be repeated, social media relevant to young 
people should be targeted to engage young 
people better. 
 

38. It was believed that bespoke face-to-face contact 
with young people to promote and explain the 
process is required. Organisations regularly 
working with young people could be used to 
help facilitate this. 
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39. The minimum voting age of 16 years was 

questioned by young people and applicants. This 
meant that young people could not vote for 
projects they would benefit from and applicants 
working with children and young people felt 
disadvantaged because could not rally their 
beneficiaries to vote. 
 

40. The real inequality in the PB process was seen by 
many voters and applicants in the lack of a level 
playing field, between projects in small rural 
communities and in larger urban areas. 
 

41. However, this perception was not validated by 
the voting results (e.g. in the Helensburgh and 
Lomond Mid Argyll and Kintyre areas, projects in 
remote areas won more votes than some more 
urban-based projects).   

The Principle of PB 

The outcome of PB 

42. In general, there was satisfaction with the 
outcome of the PB process.  
 

43. Not unexpected, unsuccessful projects were less 
satisfied with the outcome of the PB process. 
 

44. Location and reputation tended to lead voting 
decisions, in many cases subordinate to the need 
for projects or the impact on the wider 
community. 
 

45. Most people voted for one or a few projects. 
Partly this was caused by unfamiliarity with the 
process, but it was also caused by strategic 
voting, which goes against the principles of PB. If 
PB were to be repeated, it would be advisable to 
make it compulsory to spend the whole budget. 

Impact on communities 

46. From the consultation, there is no evidence of PB 
leading to conflicts or tensions within 
communities. 
 

47. There is also little evidence of positive 
community engagement from PB. There is some 
anecdotal evidence of cross-area communication 
and co-operation between applicants. Most 
engagement and discussion happened online.   

The role of Argyll and Bute Council 

48. There was widespread satisfaction with the role 
of the council as a neutral facilitator of the PB 
Process. 
 

49. There was also widespread satisfaction with role 
and support provided by the Community 
Development Officers.  
 

50. Independent facilitation would not improve the 
process, may increase risks for the council and 
be detrimental to the amount of funding 
available. 

Empowering communities 

51. Most consultees think that PB in principle 
empowers communities, although there is a 
significant minority that feels that PB lacks the 
capability to do this. 
 

52. Communities feel empowered by PB, although 
the relatively low turnout and the small amounts 
of SCF funding available, limited feelings of 
empowerment. 

SCF and PB  

53. Most consultees support the delivery of the SCF 
through PB in the future. 
 

54. However, there are concerns about the cost of 
PB, and the detrimental effect on the grant 
funding available. 

Mainstreaming PB 

55. There is no great appetite to introduce PB to 
mainstream council budgets.  
 

56. Many consultees agree with the principle of PB, 
but there are a range of practical issues: 
- The cost of PB. 
- The need for specialist subject knowledge and 

information about the wider consequences of 
decisions. 

- The majority of council budgets are outwith 
the council’s discretion to allocate (e.g. 
schools budgets, Health and Social Care 
Partnership contribution). Most of the 
remaining free council budget is tied up in 
staff cost and long-term contracts, and not 
available for PB.  

- Many budgets are by their nature not suitable 
for PB: statutory duties, essential services, 
services that only affect a small group of 
citizens. 

- The aggregative participation approach used 
for the SCF is not suitable for making 
decisions about mainstream budgets. The 
more suitable deliberative approach would be 
challenging and costly to introduce in a large, 
rural area such as Argyll and Bute. 
 

57. Given this, it will be very challenging for Argyll 
and Bute Council to comply with the Scottish 
Government’s target to spend at least 1% of the 
total council budget through PB.   
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58. A significant minority of consultees believe that 

PB has no place in representative democracy. 
Some arguments for this include: 
- Councillors are democratically elected to make 

decisions on budgets. 
- PB tends to favour the views of those that are 

able to express themselves best, and those 
who can generate the most publicity, which 
are not necessarily always the decisions that 
are in the best interests of the majority of 
people.   

- People tend to have a narrow, self-interested, 
and short-term view on budget allocations. 
They have less concern for the wider 
consequences in the longer-term, including on 
a local authority, regional, national or 
international level.  
 

Recommendations 

This report has been prepared to assist Elected 
Members in Argyll and Bute to make some decisions 
relating to PB. We recommend the following: 

1. How did PB work in the pilot project? 

Overall the delivery of the SCF through PB 
worked reasonable well.  

Recommendation: If PB was to be repeated in the 
future there are a range of suggestions for 
improvement in this report.  

2. What do voters and applicant projects think 
about PB? 

Voters and applicants generally liked the idea of 
PB, although a significant minority expressed 
principal objections to the decision-making 
process. 

Recommendation: in principle PB could be used 
to distribute SCF funding. 

3. Should PB be used as a mechanism to deliver the 
SCF in the next year(s)? 

Voters and applicants consulted in general were 
supportive of continuing the delivery of the SCF 
through PB. However, if delivery through PB is 
likely to lead to significantly reduced funding for 
community organisations, the support would be 
considerately less.  

Recommendation: If applying PB would lead to 
reduced funding for projects, it should not be 
used for the delivery of future SCF programmes.  

4. Should PB be rolled out to other mainstream 
council budgets?  
 
Although voters and applicants liked the idea of 
PB for mainstream council budgets, they were 
less sure about the practical implications.  
 
It would be advisable to get more experience of 
delivering PB through grant funds like the SCF 
and learning from mainstreaming in other local 
authority areas, before embarking on 
mainstreaming PB in Argyll and Bute.  
 
It should be noted that this report covers the 
opinions of a small, unrepresentative, minority 
of voters. Before mainstreaming PB, more 
representative opinions through much wider 
consultation should be gathered. 
 
It will be very challenging for the council to 
achieve the Scottish Government’s ambition to 
deliver 1% of the council budget (approximately 
£2.5m) through PB.  
 
Recommendation: before introducing PB to 
mainstream budgets, additional research should 
be undertaken into the effects. 
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