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CASE STUDY: PARTICIPLE

Jurisdiction: England Lead organisation: Social Enterprise and Local Authority 

Partners: Local Authority Funding: Local Authority funding 

Area: Participle develops and scales social enterprises and this case study looks at Circle,  
which supports an active and rich third age, along with the Life Programme, which supports  
families with complex problems.

Website: http://www.participle.net/ Period of activity: 4 years 

Resource required: For Circle, start-up costs are required for a small staff team and operational costs, 
but the aim is for initiatives like Circle to become self-financing after three years. In Life, local authority 
partnerships second frontline teams and resource a community space for the team to work out of as 
well as providing operational and supervision costs.

Key features: Empowered communities and individuals, co-production, success where the state has 
failed, a holistic approach

Background: Participle was established as a social enterprise in 2007. Drawing on Beveridge’s own 
concerns about the limitations of the Welfare State, Participle works with the state to redesign public 
services and institutions so that they better support a flourishing 21st century society in which everyone 
has a fair chance to realise their potential. Each year, Participle moves into a new area, where current 
public service models have continually failed or modern issues are creating new challenges. Redesign starts 
with finding out about people’s lives, aspirations and priorities (sometimes involving complete immersion 
– living alongside the families and individuals who will be engaged in the new programme). Ordinary 
people then work alongside the Participle team to redesign services and the new model is piloted, scaled 
up, evaluated and developed. Participation and contribution are central design tenets. Circle and the 
Life Programmes are two of Participle’s longest-running innovation projects. The first Circle was set up in 
Southwark in 2009, and Life began in Swindon in the same year.

How do Circle and Life work? Circle is a membership programme for individuals aged 50 or over. It responds 
to priorities older people identified as important in helping them lead a rich and active ‘third age’. Via an 
interactive online platform, members can access a social calendar and a ‘0800’ helpline number for support 
with small everyday issues (for example, help with changing a light bulb or arranging a lift to a hospital 
visit). Circle is open to everyone over the age of 50 for a small subscription and is run by a team of staff and 
volunteers. A mixture of free and paid-for services can be accessed via the platform and although there is no 
obligation for members to get actively involved in Circle activities, the goal is to ‘activate’ membership.

The Life Programme works with families with complex problems, often labelled as ‘troubled’. Traditional 
approaches put the state in control, but the Life Programme aims to be family-led. Entry into the 
programme is by invitation and entirely voluntary, families select the team that they want to work with 
and the support (which may include contact with professionals) is about building individual and family 
capability and is driven by the families’ own aspirations.

http://www.participle.net/
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What’s different? Individuals are actively involved in the design of the new programmes. Circle 
members are not a ‘burden’ on the state, but are supported to become active and involved members of 
the community. Building consistent and trusting relationships with families and fostering positive family 
relationships is key to the Life Programme. Where families may previously have experienced visits from up 
to 73 different services, they are now supported by a cohesive team around them.

Impact: Circle and Life use measurement frameworks to gather cost, outcome and capability data, and 
both programmes have been able to demonstrate improvements in people’s capabilities and reductions 
in re-active service involvement and costs to the state. In Life Programmes, change for families can be 
incremental and difficult to sustain at times, particularly for families with such entrenched difficulties 
and against a backdrop of austerity. However, there have been many positive changes in individuals and 
families across Life Programmes and a number of families having now ‘graduated’ after having achieved 
sustained positive change13.

Success factors: 
1.  The most successful Circles have invested in staff to support and nurture the development of the Circle 

and its members. 
2.  Life’s success stems from the deep relationships that staff build with families. 
3.  The most successful programmes have received cross sectorial support and engagement from the local 

authority and other public sector agencies.

Key challenge: Finding strategic level support has at times been difficult, particularly in a climate of 
austerity where public bodies are often wary about investing in preventative services.

13  For further detail see Cottam H, The Life Programme: An Interim Report, London: Participle 2013 http://alifewewant.com/download/attachments/4980969/
The+Life+Programme-An+Interim+Report.pdf [Accessed July 2013]

http://alifewewant.com/download/attachments/4980969/The+Life+Programme-An+Interim+Report.pdf
http://alifewewant.com/download/attachments/4980969/The+Life+Programme-An+Interim+Report.pdf

	1.	Introduction
	2.	Methodology
	3.	The 12 Case Studies 
	4.	What can we learn from our case studies?
	5.	CASE STUDY: ALLIANCE SCOTLAND 
and THE SELF MANAGEMENT FUND
	6.	CASE STUDY: GENIO 
	7.	CASE STUDY: INSPIRING SCOTLAND 
and LINK UP 
	8.	CASE STUDY: INCLUSIVE NEIGHBOURHOODS 
and LOCAL AREA COORDINATION
	9.	CASE STUDY: PARTICIPLE
	10.	CASE STUDY: WELSH GOVERNMENT 
EFFECTIVE SERVICES FOR VULNERABLE
GROUPS and GWENT MISSING CHILDREN
AND YOUNG PEOPLE PROJECT
	11.	CASE STUDY: VIOLENCE REDUCTION UNIT and HAWKHILL COMMUNITY CENTRE
	12.	CASE STUDY: NICIE and 
THE INTEGRATED SCHOOLS MOVEMENT
	13.	CASE STUDY: BRON AFON YOUTH FORUM
	14.	CASE STUDY: HEALTHWORKS
	15. 	CASE STUDY: LAGGAN FOREST TRUST
	16.	CASE STUDY: SKAINOS

