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  Participatory budgeting involves local people in making decisions  

on the spending and priorities of public budgets. 

 

Citizen Led 
Commissioning 
Public budgets are under huge pressure 
and local authorities are struggling to find 
effective ways to involve citizens in 
designing public services. 

This briefing paper explores why public 
bodies could benefit from using a budget 
matrix as part of their local 
commissioning.  

Techniques like a ‘Budget Matrix’ makes it 
possible to open up decision making.  
Putting communities in the driving seat whenever you are designing new services.  Supporting 
co-production, innovation and cooperation.  Rebuilding trust in our democratic system. 

Using a budget matrix for public sector commissioning 
Every year local authorities spend millions of pounds commissioning public services on behalf of 
local residents.  Yet the way we go about the commissioning often leaves those who are 
supposed to benefit out of the process.  The result can be the wrong services are commissioned, 
public money is wasted, and public confidence in commissioning  is damaged.  We believe that 
the vital knowledge and perspective that residents bring to public commissioning is being 
ignored.  Limiting innovation and creative thinking. We need new approaches. 

International and national experiences of participatory budgeting can bring new perspectives 
and so help stimulate change.  The Budget Matrix is one of those ideas, and provides a robust, 
transparent and proven approach to public sector commissioning.  

It offers a way to modernise services, and make efficient and fair the decision making on public 
expenditure at the local and neighbourhood level.  It is appropriate to district and top tier local 
authorities.  Or for large scale public sector commissioners like Police and Health Authorities.  

Through the budget matrix you can bring together the technical expertise of council officers, the 
democratic responsibilities of councillors and the commitment, passion and energy of citizens.  

‘I’ve really enjoyed it.  
       It’s the first time I’ve felt I’ve had a say in anything’ 

Participant of a Community Safety UDecide programme n Denton and Newburn, Newcastle  



An Innovative Democratic Process 
for Empowering Communities  

Participatory budgeting (PB) allows 

the citizens of a locality (or within a specific 
community of interest) to share in the allocation of 
public funding.  Each community is different and PB 
can work in different ways in different situations to 
suit local circumstances.  We believe there are a 
few basic principles to follow that help keep 
citizens in the driving seat. 

 PB aims to increase public knowledge about 
how our taxes are being spent.  Information 
must be simple to understand, easy to get hold 
of and that means written in plain English.  

 PB is about local politicians and public 
employees being more accountable.  That 
means discussions about the public budget 
should take place in the communities they 
affect, not behind closed doors.  

 Its about direct democracy in action.  Ensuring 
local people have a fair opportunity to have 
their say and make a real contribution requires their involvement before decisions are 
made by senior officers and elected politicians.  Its much more than consultation. 

 Everyone should have a chance to be heard.  Given both the time they need and the 
respect they deserve to participate ... they can have a voice. 

“Delivering services closer to communities and letting local people 
make the decisions that affect them is not rocket science.”  

From Our Vision for Safe and Active Communities. A Home Office report, by Baroness Newlove. 

Policy Implications: 
The challenge in traditional budget consultation for is having to 
explain why one community, service or programme has lower 
priority than another.  Yet hard choices will have to be made if 
we are going to improve public services on limited budgets.  

Participatory Budgeting can help you engage with residents 
to make difficult decisions together, harness local 
knowledge, and involve people meaningfully.  

PB responds perfectly to the increasing emphasis on 
localism and citizen led public services.  Offering a way for leading 
authorities to show they trust residents and exist to serve them.  While at the same 
time building resilient cohesive communities better able to influence services, monitor 
outcomes and contribute towards delivering them. 

The Tower Hamlets ‘You 
Decide!’ programme.  

In 2 years at 16 events attended by around 
1500 people, local residents commissioned 
almost £4.8m in new public services.  

The money was from both central council 
and Health Sector budgets and was spent on 
additional mainstream services.  

At each event participating residents: 

 Were informed about services that 
affected them and what their council 
was already doing. 

 Had an opportunity to deliberate on 
proposals for new investments with 
other members of their community. 

 Used electronic voting to decide which 
services should be purchased.  



Creating a Budget Matrix 
The Budget Matrix lies at the heart of effective 
Participatory Budgeting. It offers: 

 A robust framework upon which decisions on budget 
allocations can be made. 

 A mechanism to enable joint commissioning  
 A clear and transparent explanation why some areas 

or services may get more or less funding. 
 An opportunity for local people to have their say and 

influence a decision at the earliest possible stage. 

At local forums, projects are proposed, debated and 
agreed, and the best ideas put forward for technical and 
cost analysis by the relevant council department or 
statutory authority. 

Scores for impact and need are then combined with locally 
based priority scores, to create a Budget Matrix that 
responsibly allocates scarce resources.  When done well 
the result is an investment strategy on which to base all 
kinds of future commissioning. 

Why is this useful? Residents may rank a particular 
service highly in one area, but not in another.  
However by factoring in population and measures of 
social deprivation the need for investment in services in 
the second area may rank higher than in the first.  There 
is a transparent mechanism to explain why. 

A popular local project can be placed on a scale alongside 
the needs and priorities of other neighbourhoods, and 
balanced against pre-agreed area-wide priorities, as well as 
population size and deprivation. 

The Budget Matrix can be annually updated using a deliberative 
process.  Initially established within the finance department of the 
local authority, or through joint commissioning work within local partnerships, the 
Budget Matrix evolves and improves with each cycle of citizen involvement. 

If used repeatedly a Budget Matrix can align public sector and local priorities.  Resulting in 
better informed citizens, better outcomes, and increased accountability. 

 

Residents  involved in scoring 
projects at a PB event held in 
Middlesbrough. 

Beginning the process for creating 
a Budget Matrix is easy when 
tagged onto other community 
events.  There should be little 
extra cost.  Once priorities have 
been set council officers can add 
essential detail, such as for local 
deprivation and population. 

Key benefits  
 The Budget Matrix improves the effectiveness of community engagement. 

 It’s a transparent and fair way to allocate resources between neighbourhoods  

 Leads to increased social cohesion and trust within diverse communities.  

 Links neighbourhood budgets and area wide budgets in one citizen led process. 

 Reduces the costs and burdens of engaging with residents. 



About the PB Network 
The PB Network is the new, independent body advocating for fresh learning and 
innovations in Participatory Budgeting (PB).  We support public sector bodies and 
community groups in developing participatory budgeting processes in their local areas.  

We were established in 2012 and are guided by an unpaid steering group made up of PB 
experts.  The PB Network builds on the success of the previous work promoting PB across 
the UK by the PB Unit, OxfamUKPP, Church Action on Poverty and hundreds of PB 
practitioners.  Well over £25m has already been allocated using PB in the UK alone. 

Find us at www.pbnetwork.org.uk 

Need help designing your engagement process? 

Currently working with the PB Network, The Consultation Institute and 

the Centre for the Study of Democracy, PB Partners provides a range of 

consultancy services to public bodies and community groups. 

Why use PB Partners  
We are a social enterprise that can provide in-depth 

planning of PB processes and ongoing support at all 

stages of your project. 

 Introductory workshops for key stakeholders. 

 Advice to improve representation and the 

involvement of ‘hard to reach’ groups. 

 Specialised training for elected members, 

resident leaders and front line staff. 

We recognize that PB is not a ‘one size fits all’ approach and involving residents is 

something that needs to be handled sensitively. We will develop a bespoke package 

with you that is appropriate for your budget, your capacity and your community.  

How to contact PB Partners 
Web:   www.pbpartners.org.uk 
Email:  mail@pbpartners.org.uk 
Tel:   07963 706106 
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