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It is also worth noting here that the amount of detailed data available concerning indices of
deprivation has never been greater, and it allows very intensive, localised interventions to tackle
specific problems.
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3.0 BACKGROUND AND OVERVIEW

The “Gaming the Tibby” project uses computer gaming technology (adapted by a local IT
company) to engage residents on the Tibbington Estate in Tipton, West Midlands in
masterplanning the physical environment where they live. Young people at risk of marginalisation
are targeted in particular – these will typically have little contact with council or government
services and are “hard-to-reach”. The project is part of a wider central government-funded, area-
based regeneration initiative, the “Safer, Stronger Communities Fund (SSCF) – Neighbourhood
Element”3. SSCF is designed to ensure co-ordinated delivery of area-based interventions by a
range of actors. In this case the funding is targeted at the Tibbington Estate, which data shows is
severely affected by inter-related issues of skills, education, training, employment and income.
The rationale for the Fund is to tackle these multiple issues in a co-ordinated way, adopting
multiple approaches to improving aspiration through families, peers and support networks.

The underlying problem for this area, and many others like it, is identified as one of low
aspiration. The estate has a strong sense of community, but this also results in a deep-rooted
scepticism of public service delivery organisations and reluctance to engage with potential exit
routes from social and economic exclusion. The challenge is particularly acute in terms of young
people: educational attainment is amongst the lowest in England (despite the fact that the local
schools are not poorly performing), and there is a specific need to engage those who are
currently, or at risk of becoming, NEETs4 (not in education, training or employment). The critical
age-group targeted through SSCF is school years 10 and11 (children aged between 14 and 16);
based on the idea that changing aspiration within this cohort will lead to societal change over
time.

NEETs, usually in the age range 16-18, are targeted through Sandwell’s Local Area Agreement.
National Indicator 117, “16 to 18 year olds who are not in education, training or employment” is a
priority, aiming to reduce the number of NEETs borough-wide from 12.3% to 11.3% in 2008/09 –
with further reductions in subsequent years. It is important to note that many of the participants in
the project were NEETs, so although they were outside the target age range, but for “Gaming the
Tibby” age was not considered a limiting factor in line with the “whole estate approach” adopted.
As with other aspects of SSCF, the boundaries of SSCF are primarily geographical.

If NEETs cannot somehow be engaged with the types of support provided by public services
(employment, training, health), then their chances of exiting exclusion are remote, and the cycle
of disadvantage will continue. A key element of the approach has been to use intermediaries
(community facilitators and other volunteers) to recruit young people to engage with, in this case,
planning the future of the estate’s physical environment. The technology provides a tool that
public service deliverers can use to engage citizens more closely with delivery of local
government, which offers new ways to get involved and which should help improve choice.
Beyond the immediate issue (soliciting views on what to do with an area of open space in the
centre of the estate), the initiative contributes towards building strong local networks,
demonstrates that citizens can influence policy making and should extend into other areas of

3 http://www.neighbourhood.gov.uk/publications.asp?did=1528
4 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/NEET
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4.0 SHAPING ORGANISATIONS AND POLICIES

The project illustrates a common feature of many innovative initiatives, in many fields and not just
regeneration or eGovernment; the extent to which initiation of projects depends on the actions of
individuals in pulling together various actors. So for example in the case of “Gaming the Tibby”,
the project came about when Jackie Bell, SSCF programme manager, was looking for a way of
using the opportunity presented by the masterplanning exercise (to be carried out by the housing
strategy department) to address one of the goals, or the “problem” that she owned, that of finding
ways to engage hard-to-reach youths on the estate (ultimately to deliver a range of longer term
outcomes as discussed above). Without the SSCF and the platform that it offers for partnership
working and co-ordinated delivery, the masterplanning exercise would have followed a more
conventional path.

The next link made was Jackie Bell approaching the regional organisation Midlands Architecture
and the designed Environment (MADE7), which is a public body funded by regional and national
government. Included in that organisations remit is to “support and promote excellence in place-
making…working together to make better places for people”, including encouraging public
engagement in planning and development (http://www.made.org.uk/) The funding for the project
then came from the (national) Arts Council via MADE’s Creative Communities programme.
Significantly, the funding flowed directly from the Arts Council, through MADE, to the commercial
organisation Digital Native Academy (DNA) and was not routed through the local authority. In-
kind contributions were applied through personnel from the Council, partner organisations (e.g.
Sandwell Homes, local schools and the Murray Hall Community Trust) and volunteers who were
already working on the ground as part of the SSCF programme. The link between the SSCF
programme manager (Jackie Bell) and DNA the software company was facilitated by MADE.

At the same time the Directors of DNA had been interested in developing and demonstrating an
interactive, virtual 3D map of a local area as a community engagement tool, using modified
computer gaming technology and mapping data from the Ordnance Survey augmented with
digital photography.

The diagram below is an attempt to capture the organisational and funding context. It illustrates
how national, regional and local actors and funding streams have been used to make the project
happen. This picture also helps to demonstrate how the various (related) policy aims of the
different actors may complement each other.

7 Funded by the commission on Architecture and the Built Environment (CABE) the UK Government’s Advisor on architecture, urban design and
public space in England, the Arts Council and AWM (the regional economic development agency).
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Figure 1: Organisational context and funding flows
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Another key observation is that, although the SSCF programme provided the platform, holistic
policy framework and staff time to the project, funding flowed direct from the Arts Council, through
MADE to DNA. Partners agreed this to be the most efficient route to delivery. The activity already
being implemented on the estate through SSCF made available a valuable human resource in
terms of public sector staff, but also brought in volunteer residents and Third Sector workers.

Another advantage of council involvement was that DNA was able to obtain the Ordnance Survey
(OS) mapping data it needed to create the 3D virtual model of the Tibbington Estate, without
entailing excessive costs, since the use of the data was covered by the licence agreement the
Council already had in place with the OS.

DNA had already been interested in using gaming technology to aid visualisation as a tool for
community engagement in terms of the built environment and public space and had been looking
for opportunities to demonstrate the technology. As a commercial concern DNA clearly saw a
market for such an application and is obviously keen to replicate the application in other parts of
the country. This co-incidence of public policy goal and commercial opportunity favours
sustainability and replication. Crucially however, in contrast to the rather mixed experiences of
public procurement of, in particular, large-scale IT projects, this provides an example where the
public and commercial value of collaboration is clear and the sums of money involved relatively
small. However the leverage effect is significant. The project also demonstrates how IT
companies can play a key role in “technology pull”, as well as “technology push”.
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5.0 IDENTIFICATION OF PERSONAL NEEDS

The Tibbington Estate has about 3,000 residents and covers three Lower Super Output Areas
(LSOAs). These are small areas for which statistics are collected and used to guide
interventions9. These statistical units are the smallest of a multi-layered framework and allow data
to be presented and examined at the scale of a few streets, i.e. at a very detailed level. Because
these small areas contain a more or less consistent population size across the whole country,
they allow valid comparisons to be made to inform policy making. Using these statistics and
research carried out under the Sandwell Neighbourhood Intelligence project (SNIP) provides
evidence of a range of inter-related issues affecting the Tibbington Estate: low levels of skills and
education, high unemployment rates and low incomes. For indicators of educational achievement
the estate includes the third worst performing LSOA in the country9. As an example of how very
detailed data can be used to guide interventions in small areas, high crime statistics on the
Tibbington Estate have been tackled and reduced through intensive intervention.

The quality of housing on the estate is reasonable and typical of many similar areas of 1930s,
predominantly council-owned, semi-detached houses up and down the country. Equally, looking
at educational attainment data, the local school is not seen as the main cause of low educational
indicators for the estate. The area has a strong community spirit, borne partly from its relative
isolation (surrounded by main roads on three sides and wasteland on a fourth), but young people
have very low aspirations and they, and residents in general tend to be cynical of the council’s
(and other agencies’) ability to improve their situation. The area has a very poor image among
residents of other parts of the sub-region. A particular challenge for government is engaging with
and supporting young people who are not in education, training or employment (NEETs). In terms
of the extent to which public services address people’s needs by providing support to overcome
social exclusion, the challenge here is to engage the target group as a prerequisite to helping
them change their lives for the better.

It was recognised that a top-down approach would not work. Residents of the estate tended to
mistrust council officials and avoid engaging with “the system”. So the approach adopted was to
use resident-facilitators to recruit NEETs and build sustainable community networks, through
which to influence and engage the target individuals. The focus was on the need to re-integrate
NEETs back into education and/or training to increase their employability and longer term job
prospects.

The opportunity arose to do this when the housing strategy department initiated a masterplanning
exercise to determine the future use of an area of an open space in the centre of the estate,
formed when a number of derelict properties were demolished about two years ago. This had the
effect of opening up the centre of the estate, providing a point of reference and offering the
opportunity to raise the quality of the local environment. The challenge was how to integrate the
masterplanning activity into delivery and community.

9 There are 187 LSOAs in the Sandwell Council area, with an average population of about 1,500 each.
9 Index of Multiple Deprication 2004
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8.0 ISSUES FOR BUSINESS MODELS

In terms of the general business model the diagram at Annex B has been annotated (with red
circles) to show the main elements in play. The key feature of the project is how national, regional
and local actors have articulated and how, using a relatively small amount of funding awarded to
a small IT company, significant leverage of in-kind resources has been achieved. This implies an
additional link (see Figure 1 in Section 4.0 above) direct from national administration to private
sector and similarly direct from local administration to private sector provider, with the important
caveat that the “transaction” takes place with the framework of a locally delivered national
programme.

The question arises as to how this project provides a delivery model that is sustainable. The
private IT company that developed the software will continue to try to generate new business
through replication with local authorities across the UK. The intellectual property rights for the 3D
visualisation for the Gaming the Tibby project is owned by DNA, which allows the council to use it
on an on-going basis as part of a partnership arrangement. The underlying games technology is
proprietary and was used by DNA under strict not-for-profit conditions for the pilot; so any further
use or exploitation would require appropriate permissions. For this reason DNA is currently
undertaking a feasibility study funded by the UK Technology Strategy Board (TSB)10 to identify
the most suitable, cost-effective games technology to use for future commercial versions of a
Gaming the Tibby-type service.

For subsequent applications local authorities will have access to OS mapping data through
existing national licence agreements, but as DNA refines its service offer it may choose a solution
that does not require OS data. This issue is also being addressed in the TSB-funded study, to
agree the geospatial data requirement. Ultimately any service will be offered at full market cost.

The substantive outcome of the project is the network and the access route this provides from
public services delivery agencies, through community intermediaries, to hard-to-reach groups.
The role of the technology is therefore a critical enabler in the engagement process. The fact that
DNA is pursuing the service is indicative of the potential demand for it in future.

The continuation and exploitation of these communication channels relies on voluntary
contributions (by local facilitators and council and NGO staff involved in delivering the SSCF
programme); and in that sense could be considered at risk of collapse at some point. However
SSCF funding is in place until 2010 and the intention is to build on the initial success. So the
gaming technology will continue to enable wider and stronger engagement and new ways will be
developed to grab the attention of young people (if these can be harnessed in a stakeholder-
friendly, citizen-centric and affordable way). In this case the private sector is bringing innovation
to the public sector and attempting to develop a viable new service.

10 Government body tasked with stimulating technology innovation in the UK: http://www.innovateuk.org/


