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Introduction

This report contains the findings of a mixed quantitative and qualitative study of Surrey residents’ attitudes towards life in their local area. This was conducted by the Ipsos MORI Social Research Institute on behalf of the Surrey Improvement Partnership. 

Background and objectives  

This study is set in the context of the 2008/09 Place Based Survey, the statutory postal survey that every English local authority must conduct. It replaces the BVPI General Survey and is substantially different because it mainly addresses public attitudes to the local area rather than council services. The Place Survey therefore provides an excellent opportunity for local authorities to find out how their residents regard their area and which factors affect their views. 

The Surrey Improvement Partnership commissioned Ipsos MORI to establish the issues that affect residents’ responses to two of the National Indicators in the Place Survey:

· How satisfied or dissatisfied are you with your local area as a place to live? (NI5);

· Do you agree or disagree that you can influence decisions affecting your local area? (NI4)

The research was carried in two stages. The first stage was statistical analysis of the combined Place Survey data from Surrey’s 11 district council areas.
 This aimed to establish the key drivers of the two target indicators (i.e. which factors do most to predict how residents respond). To see how factors vary between Surrey as a whole and its constituent parts, key drivers were identified for the county as a whole and also for one of its district authorities, Runnymede Borough Council.

This quantitative analysis indicated which issues affect residents’ satisfaction with their local area and how much influence they feel they have over decision-making. The next stage was to ‘test’ these ideas through qualitative research, discussing with residents how they regard their area, the influence they have and why they hold the views they do.   

Methodology 

The quantitative stage was based on Key Drivers Analysis (KDA) of Surreys’ aggregated Place Survey dataset. Key Drivers Analysis (or multiple regression) is a statistical technique used to find correlations within data, showing how people are more likely to give a certain answer if they also respond in a certain way to other questions. In other words, it produces a list of factors that influence a selected issue (e.g. satisfaction with the local area) and how much impact each factor has on it.

The results of the analysis were used to inform the qualitative research. This took the form of three 90 minute discussion groups among residents in Runnymede, focusing on attitudes towards their local area and how much influence they thought they had over decision-making. The key drivers identified at stage one were discussed in these groups and residents commented on the importance these factors have in shaping their views. 

Each discussion group was conducted within a targeted age band. They contained a mix of adults according to gender, work status and social background and were recruited by Ipsos MORI recruiters. The 35-54 year old participants were recruited from Englefield Green West, Chertsey St Anns and Egham Hythe wards (carried out on the 8th June 2009).  The two other groups were recruited from other wards across Runnymede. In all, 26 participants attended the three groups (both carried out on the 10th June 2009).
Interpretation of Data

Two of the key strengths of qualitative research are that it allows issues to be explored in detail and enables researchers to test the strength of people’s opinion. However, it needs to be remembered that qualitative research is designed to be illustrative rather than statistically representative and therefore does not allow conclusions to be drawn about the extent to which views are held. In addition, it is important to bear in mind that we are dealing with perceptions, rather than facts.

Throughout the qualitative chapters of this report, use is made of verbatim comments from participants. Where this is the case, it is important to remember that the views expressed do not always represent the views of the group as a whole, but are used as illustrative of a level of feeling coming through from the interviews and discussion groups.

Publication of the Data

As Surrey Improvement Partnership have engaged Ipsos MORI to provide an objective programme of research, it is important to protect the organisation’s interests by ensuring that it is accurately reflected in any press release or publication of the findings.  As part of Ipsos MORI’s standard Terms & Conditions, the publication of the data in this report is therefore subject to the advance approval of Ipsos MORI.  This would only be refused on the grounds of inaccuracy or misinterpretation of the findings.
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Key Drivers Analysis

What is Key Drivers Analysis?

Key Drivers Analysis (KDA) is a statistical analysis technique that sifts through a range of factors and identifies those that most drive opinion. For example, it can determine which aspects of life in the local area have most influence on opinions of that area. The elements with the most impact are called ‘key drivers’ of satisfaction (in this instance). The results can help local authorities to target action by identifying those issues which have most effect on the views of local people. 

The technique works by finding patterns in the data that show how the dependent variable (the question being examined) is linked up with independent variables (the other questions in the survey). For example, people may be more likely to say they are satisfied with their area if they also answer other questions in a certain way; these questions can therefore help predict how people view the area where they live. 

Key Drivers Analysis identifies these ‘other questions’ and how much collective impact they have. It then gives a figure to each of the individual factors. The chart below is an example. 
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KDA - An example


The analysis has selected those questions which are ‘key drivers’ of people’s agreement that they can influence decisions. It has produced a figure for the collective effect these drivers have (they explain 41% of variation in how much people agree they can influence decisions). Each driver also has its own share of this 41%. One that it is worth 30% is therefore three times as important a driver as one that is worth 10%. 

Satisfaction with the local area – Surrey 
The chart below shows the KDA results for satisfaction with the local area across Surrey as a whole. It explains two-fifths (43%) of variation in the level of satisfaction. The most important single driver is whether people feel they belong to their neighbourhood. 
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However, there are three broader themes and the other drivers can be grouped under them:

1) The visual environment

· Satisfaction with parks and open spaces; 

· Satisfaction with how clean public spaces are kept; 

· Whether local public services work to make the area cleaner and greener.

2) Crime and safety 

· Whether people feel safe a) during the day or b) after dark;

· Whether local public services work to make the area safer; 

· Perceiving a problem with teenagers hanging around.

3) Respect and consideration

· Whether local public services have treated people with respect and consideration; 

· Perceiving a problem with a lack of respect between local people.

Influencing decisions – Surrey 

The next chart shows the key drivers analysis of whether Surrey residents feel they can influence decisions which affect their local area. The model explains slightly less of the variation in agreement (33%). 

The two biggest drivers relate to responsiveness and communication: 

· Whether local public services act on residents’ concerns;  

· Whether residents feel informed about how to get involved in decision-making.

Many of the other drivers also relate to how local public services communicate and respond to residents:  

· Feeling informed about local public services overall;

· Whether local public services seek people’s views on anti-social behaviour; 

· Whether local public services deal effectively with anti-social behaviour; 

· Feeling informed about emergency procedures; 

· Whether residents believe local public services promote residents’ interests.
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Key Drivers Analysis – Runnymede 

To assess how these findings for Surrey are reflected more locally, we conducted key drivers analysis on the same two questions for one of the district council areas, Runnymede. 

The following chart shows the key drivers for satisfaction with the local area. Belonging to the neighbourhood is a key driver, but it is now only the third highest. As with Surrey overall, most of the other drivers relate to the visual environment and crime and safety although the specific drivers themselves are occasionally different. 

Visual environment 

· Satisfaction with parks and open spaces;

· The level of pollution most needs improving;

· Street cleaning most needs improving.

Crime and safety 

· Satisfaction with Surrey Police Force;

· Feeling safe outdoors during the day;

· Whether local public services work to make the area safer.
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The following chart shows the key drivers analysis of agreement in Runnymede that people can influence decisions. As with Surrey overall, the most important issues are communication and responsiveness. They top two drivers are:

· Whether local public services act on the concerns of local residents;

· How well informed people feel about local public services overall.

Many of the other key drivers also relate to information and the reaction of public services to residents’ needs. For example:

· Whether police and other services seeks people’s views on anti-social behaviour;

· Agreement that police and other services tackle anti-social behaviour effectively;

· How well informed people feel about local decision making;

· How well informed they feel about civil emergency procedures.
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Discussion group findings

This chapter looks at the findings of the primary research we carried out, the aim of which was to explore the trends identified by the Key Driver Analysis and understand in more detail the views of Runnymede residents.  Three discussion groups were held, each consisting of a different age group: 18-34 year olds, 35-54 year olds and those aged 55 or more.  The 35-54 year old group were recruited from Englefield Green West, Chertsey St Anns and Egham Hythe wards, participants from the other groups were then recruited from the remaining district wards.  A good spread of all ages, life stages, social backgrounds and geography was obtained.      

This chapter looks at the two key areas of the Place Survey on which the groups focused.    Firstly, we examine residents’ areas of satisfaction and dissatisfaction in their local areas.  This section starts by a general reflection of overall satisfaction levels with the local area before looking at what drives satisfaction and dissatisfaction in more detail, and the latter section includes participants’ suggestions for improvements.  Secondly, we discuss residents’ perceptions of their ability to influence local decisions and both identify barriers to influencing decisions and ways in which these might be overcome, including a discussion on how the council might best communicate with residents.

The discussion guide for the groups can be found in the appendix A.

Local area: satisfaction versus dissatisfaction 

In general and in support of the Place Survey findings, participants seemed broadly happy with their local areas.  However, this research identified some nuances between the three groups.  The most positive group was the 35-54 year olds. Although they qualified their general satisfaction with the local area by stating there are some elements that are not happy with, they suggested that all areas would have their problems and that comparatively Surrey was a good place to live.  Many of the issues they identified, as with all three groups, are issues country-wide too.

That’s difficult because I like living here but there are some things I’m not happy with.

Woman, 55+ years old

I wouldn’t want to live anywhere else…but it doesn’t mean we’re happy with what we’ve got.

Woman, 35-54 years old

Surrey is very nice place to live…I’ve been in other areas…I wouldn’t want to live in [them].

Man, 35-54 years old

The other two groups – the 18-34 year olds and the 55+ year olds – although generally satisfied with the area, raised a few significant issues which were responsible for driving some dissatisfaction with the local area.  Whilst the younger group tempered this general feeling with comparisons to other areas and suggested subsequently that they were lucky to live in Runnymede, the older group tended to present a more consistent view. These views essentially centred on ‘changing times’ and things being more generally on the decline, views which we have found to be common across the country amongst this age group. 

Not as good as it used to be…villages change, more and more people come and live here…and then it takes over…things can’t stay the same but I wish they would.

 Woman, 55+  years old

What drives satisfaction? 

When asked for their spontaneous views on what is good about their local area – defined as the area within 15-20 minutes walking distance from home
 – participants overwhelmingly reinforced the findings of the Place Survey.  Across the groups, they agreed that the countryside and local parks made their local area. Participants of all ages felt that the countryside presented them with plenty of opportunities for sport, walking and other activities (e.g. fishing) and that they were ‘lucky’ because of this.  With regards to parks specifically, many participants who had children or grandchildren in particular, mentioned new parks and that recent new refurbishments to local parks had made a welcome difference.

They’ve now actually put a proper park for the kids.

Woman, 35-54 years old          

Participants across all groups also mentioned that families and the people were good aspects of their local area.   For many, that ‘everybody knows everybody’ is what keeps them in the local area and this was generally linked to the idea of a strong sense of belonging to the local area, again in support of the findings of the Place Survey.  

Local people [are] fantastic.

Woman, 35-54 years old          

Amongst the younger participants, this was qualified however as there was a general feeling that if you moved into the local area, even from elsewhere in Runnymede, a newcomer would have difficulty settling in.  One young man agreed with this and drew from his own experience of moving from Egham to Addlestone:

I personally don’t like this area, the people here.

 Man, 18-34 years old  

Those in the two older groups also mentioned that Runnymede’s location – being central and near to the M25 – in addition to public transport, were good features of the local area.

When probed for their views of the key drivers of satisfaction, according to the Place Survey, all groups agreed that they generally felt safe when outside in their local area during the day.  However, this led directly into discussions of groups of young people on the street, who they found intimidating (see the next section for more on this). This might help to explain the lower proportion who feel safe after dark - a key driver Surrey-wide, and not specific to Runnymede.  

It’s quite right…up until 7pm at night but…especially in the summer you get … congregations of youngsters. 

Man, 55+ years old 

There was less support, if any, for the ideas that local public services are working to make the area safer or promoting the interests of local people. Discussion of making the area safer focused on the work of the police and PCSOs.  The two younger groups felt that the police were intimidating to younger people in particular, and were not working well to resolve issues with groups of young people on the streets. The view was that the police, and notably certain officers, treat young people as if they are ‘all trouble’. 

If certain members weren’t on the police force around here…we’d have a lot less kids playing up…the police need to respect the kids too.

Woman, 35-54 years old

I’m not really happy with the police…the way they treat young people…I can honestly say they’re not bad kids…but every time they’re out in Addlestone the police stop them. 

Man, 18-34 years old

Participants in the older group felt that more police are needed and that they should be more visible, with a return to the ‘community copper’.  Participants from all three groups mentioned CCTV but did not feel that they added to creating a safer environment, with the feeling that this pushed crime and anti-social behaviour to the back streets.

If you classify [making the place safer] by putting a few more cameras on a few street corners…that doesn’t do anything. 

Woman, 35-54 years old    

The only positive response to the idea that local public services are promoting the interests of local people was in relation to the library and health service provision.  

The library’s excellent here…you can even go on the computer.

Man, 55+ years old.        

These were again both qualified however, with younger people feeling that the library was not a desirable attraction for them and some agreement amongst older participants that the health services were inaccessible to older people in Chertsey. Participants instead discussed a general distrust in relation to local and national government generally – and amongst the older group in particular there was a feeling that the council is very self-motivated.

I don’t trust anybody in authority. Once you get power, it goes to your head.

Woman, 55+ years old

It’d be better if the council was run as a council and not as a business.

Man, 55+ years old

This attitude is discussed throughout this chapter since it was also prevalent in discussions about being able to influence local decisions.

What drives dissatisfaction?

As it often found across the country, among the 18-34 year olds and the 35-54 year olds, the overwhelming reason for dissatisfaction in their local area was the perception there was little for young people to do. A perceived lack of youth clubs, (affordable) sports facilities and attractions such as cinemas or bowling alleys were mentioned. For the most part, it was felt the perceived lack of facilities resulted in the hanging around on the streets issue.  

You walk around town there’s a lot of charity shops and stuff like that…there’s a lot of stuff for the old people…but there needs to be a provision for the young people…they are hanging around because they’ve got nothing to do. 

Man, 18-34 year olds

  
    There’s nothing for the kids to do once they are kicked 

    out of school.

Woman, 35-54 years old

Infrastructure wise there’s not much to offer… there’s nothing to do here, nothing to bring people together.

 Man, 18-34 year olds

There’s nothing, nothing at all for the kids to do here.

Woman, 35-54 years old

Younger participants appreciated not every town or village could have a multitude of things for young people to do and, therefore, as a potential solution, suggested that the council considered providing young people with free bus passes, like in London, to enable them to travel to areas that do have facilities for them.

With the exception of the younger men, many participants felt that groups of young people were intimidating and that this often stopped them from going out or accessing local amenities.  One woman, aged 55+, said that if there was a group of kids hanging outside her local shops, she would drive on to the next village.  Another woman aged 18-34 years old said that you either have to go out and confront the kids or stay in.  She explained that she is put off from taking her children to the park or shopping locally because of groups of young people, as they hassle her and ask her to buy cigarettes or alcohol for them.    

The issue of young people hanging about on the streets was widely suggested as an explanation for the finding of the Place Survey that residents are most dissatisfied with people not treating others with respect and consideration.  However, participants from all three groups felt that young people were not the only groups to be disrespectful.  Parents were mentioned by many for not teaching respect to their children and failing to discipline them properly.  

Is it any wonder why [their] kids are misbehaving!

Woman, aged 55+

I think it’s lack of parental guidance, why are there young girls outside Sainsbury’s getting [drunk]? 

Woman, aged 35-54 years old

Older people were also mentioned by participants of the two younger groups for being inconsiderate. One younger woman said that the children and families had a problem with the older people on her estate. She explained that the older people frequently complained about their children for playing in the communal area in the early evening and threatened to complain to the council.

You try to be polite but they say they’re going to ring the council…all my kids are doing is playing on their bikes…it’s not late…it’s about 6 o’clock.

Woman, aged 18-34 years old.   

A few people suggested that some groups of people in Runnymede felt that they were better than other people. This seemed to stem from issues around wealth, with some feeling that they were looked down by others as they lived in social housing.  

When asked for spontaneous responses, the issue that most dissatisfied the group of 55+ year old participants were planning decisions. A number of ‘eyesores’ were mentioned by this group - Surrey Towers, Pine Fields, Tesco’s, the Railway pub - alongside new housing developments that were being built for students in particular, which they felt were spoiling the local area.           

There are far too many houses being built.

 Man, 55+

On the other hand, a tension between the older and younger groups in Runnymede became apparent. The younger group spontaneously mentioned that a ‘Not-in-my-backyard’ mentality in Runnymede was perceived to be preventing new amenities and facilities from being built and was something they were dissatisfied about locally.

The 55+ group also felt that new developments created too much traffic and subsequently, problems with parking.  

The traffic is unbearable and it’s going to get worse when they introduce the Heathrow Express. 

Man, 55+

I’m dissatisfied with parking…you can’t park…so you have to park in side roads…we get a lot of people parking on our estate.

 Woman, 55+   

In fact, participants in all three groups thought of traffic as an issue, especially around the local railway crossings. When probed on the Place Survey findings about pollution, older participants suggested that traffic levels are the likely cause of this perception.  

 Comparatively [pollution’s] not a problem to other areas but over the last 10-20 years it has got worse.  It’s definitely going down hill.

Woman, aged 35-54 years old   

Participants from all groups also spontaneously mentioned the council’s management of social housing as being unsatisfactory.  There were many examples of anti-social behaviour and bad neighbours and it was generally felt that the council took too long to take action to resolve these issues.  

The area itself, I haven’t got a problem with really…it’s when the council puts people in the houses…they just put anyone…people terrorised us on my local estate… It took 2 years for them to kick them out.

 Man, 18-34 years old

It’s got worse and worse…if I could financially get out of there I would so that’s made me dissatisfied with the whole thing. 

Man, 55+     

Some participants, particularly younger participants, felt there was a need for more affordable, decent homes and social homes in the local area.  

A lack of job prospects were spontaneously mentioned by many too, reflecting what was said by residents in the Place Survey. This is perhaps unsurprising when the economy is at the forefront of many people’s minds at present as a result of the recession. However, participants particularly pointed to the lack of employers in the local area, with many having to travel long distances for their work.  There were mentions of the limited array of shops in the high streets, and an abundance of charity shops, betting shops and takeaways which, for some, meant limited employment opportunities and, for others, meant limited things to do.           

Supporting the Surrey-wide Place Survey findings about keeping public land clear of litter, some participants spontaneously mentioned fly-tipping as an issue and generally felt that the council does a fairly good job clearing this up.  A few participants suggested that the council should stop charging businesses for dumping their waste as they felt the charge induced many of them to fly-tip. When probed about Runnymede’s residents’ dissatisfaction about clean streets, participants felt that this was owing to bins not being emptied regularly enough, that using industrial sweepers and not street cleaners left much litter behind and there were some concerns aired about refuse men not taking bins if the lids were a little open, scratching cars with bins, leaving bins five doors down the road or not collecting bins that are left just within people’s front gardens.  

The elderly can’t drag their bins up their path and yet the binmen won’t take it unless it’s outside your gate. 

   Male, 18-34 years old. 

In addition Egham was mentioned as having particular problems with litter and one woman felt that students coming in and out of college were responsible for dropping litter. It is interesting to note these are very specific and local service-related issues which if resolved, could resolve many of these perceptions (we often find dissatisfaction to be a result of specific (and often minor)  design ‘faults’ with the service as a opposed to the service overall).      

Other aspects mentioned by some participants as driving dissatisfaction of the local area included theft, the cost of parking, dog fouling (and there was a call for introducing dog wardens and enforcing the penalty fines), the replacement of broken bus stops with more glass (rather than a more sustainable alternative), and the view that there are not enough secondary schools in the area. 

As we have found in other studies of local areas, there are a number of issues that have been highlighted by participants that are clearly out of the direct jurisdiction of local authorities – in Runnymede, the development of Terminal 5 at Heathrow for example.  However, this research seems to have identified a number of more minor issues, where small steps and action can be taken by the council(s) that would considerably improve overall satisfaction with the area. 

Ability to influence decisions

This section explores participants’ views about being able to influence local decisions.  Participants were asked whether they considered it to be important to be able to influence decisions and what types of decision they should be able to influence, about any past experiences of influencing decisions or what they would do if they wanted to change something locally and, what could be done to help local residents be able to have an influence, including the best means to communicate with them. 

This section firstly considers participants’ views on the importance of influencing decisions before looking at reactions to the findings of the Place Survey and participants’ views, knowledge and experiences of local decision-making.  Discussion centres on the three key barriers identified to being able to influence decisions: the perception that the council is unreceptive to local residents’ views and does not listen, the perceived inaccessibility of the council to local residents and, the lack of knowledge about how to influence local decisions.  This section includes a consideration of the different population segmentations in Runnymede, based on current levels of knowledge and engagement about how to affect decisions. Identifying different population traits in this way, can help guide the council(s) communications with these audiences.  Finally, we consider participants’ suggestions to help local residents have more influence over local decisions and how best to communicate with them.  

The importance of influencing local decisions for residents

When probed, participants from all groups felt that being able to influence decisions was important on all sorts of local issues, as these were things that directly affected their lives.  Unsurprisingly, they were more likely to want to influence things that dissatisfied them locally – the younger group wanted to influence having more things for young people to do and the older group wanted to influence planning decisions in particular. However, participants aged 35-54 years old stated that they wanted to be more generally involved in the local community as a force for good – i.e. they wanted to become a local volunteer, assist in providing youth services or in a local clean-up.   

We want to be involved in everything. 

Woman, aged 35-54 years old

In general, participants suggested that simply being heard and feeling your opinion was actually considered would suffice – actual involvement was not always necessary but knowing your opinion counts mattered.          

Just make sure you are heard and if there are enough people against then they [should] take that into consideration.

Woman, 55+ 

Barriers to influencing decisions: 

Overwhelmingly, participants from all three groups concurred with the majority of Surrey residents in the Place Survey who felt that overall they could not influence local decisions.  

Definitely not 

Man, aged 18-34 years old

When asked why a quarter of local residents said that they can influence decisions, participants were unsure. They suggested that they either worked for the council or knew someone who did, that they had never tried to influence a local decision and so were unaware that they could not influence decisions or, suggested rather more light-heartedly, that they had not understood the question.      

They are the powers that be…they’re on the council…or they know someone. 

Man, aged 18-34 years old

The reasons suggested by participants for why they cannot influence decisions fall into three broad and interrelated themes: an unreceptive council, an inaccessible council, and a lack of knowledge. However, whilst participants across all age groups mentioned barriers that fall into each of these three themes, there were some notable distinctions. The older group of participants seemed to share perceptions of not being able to influence decisions that stemmed from an experiential idea that the council is unreceptive and inaccessible. The younger group lacked any experience of trying to influence local decisions and a lack of knowledge on the mechanisms seemed to drive their general feeling that they could not influence decisions. Additionally, the younger groups felt they would only get involved on issues that were relevant directly to them (and not the greater good as in other groups) such as local amenities as discussed earlier. Finally, the group aged 35-54 years old seemed to feel unable to influence decisions based more comprehensively across the three barrier themes. Their views were based both on their experiences of engaging with the council about local issues, but were more reactive to issues than the older group.  They seemed not to be as active since they appeared to lack the knowledge about how to proactively change something locally that concerned them.  

It is important to also note that participants were only really interested in engaging on issues that they were interested in or directly affected them. For example, the younger group would engage in local discussions about amenities (as discussed earlier), but were less likely to want to be involved in more ‘mundane’ consultations that might affect the ‘wider community’ as a whole. 

Perceptions of an unreceptive council

There were views across all groups that the council was not receptive to their views and would not listen. For the two older groups, this was based on a combination of experience and perception, whilst for the younger group this was based solely on perception. To participants therefore, trying to engage locally was not really considered fruitful.  

Most participants’ experiences of trying to influence local decisions had had negative results.  These included one woman writing to her MP following redundancy and had not even had her letter acknowledged by him.  Several participants in the 55+ group had signed petitions – against Terminal 5 and the housing development on the cemetery – which having been defeated had left them sceptical about the council or authorities listening to them.

It [the cemetery decision] made me so angry, so why ask us, why ask what we care about?..I specifically won’t drive past it now. 

Woman, 55+  

One man had sought to prevent several phone masts from being located on the top of his tower block, Surrey Towers. Having failed to make contact with the local school, he approached his local councillor who told him he would not bring it up as if it was turned down then it would cost the council money.  

I felt very frustrated in the end that I couldn’t do anything.

Man, 55+ 

The same man discussed the council’s refurbishment work of Surrey Towers, when tenants were asked what types of balcony they would like.  He suggested in the end their views were disregarded and bright blue balconies were installed instead.  

There were some examples of where participants had successfully had an influence on local decisions. However, they were either considered to be one-offs in the context of an ‘unlistening’ council or the effort and length of time required demonstrated how slow the council was to listen. For instance, one woman had reported anti-social behaviour in her neighbourhood frequently for a year until finally the police were sent to patrol the area. There were also personal examples of not being able to be re-housed to more appropriate housing, one woman spoke of the difficulty of having her granddaughter moved from her school following bullying and another of her friend who returned to the area and who spent eight months trying to get her daughter back into the education system.       

This does perhaps demonstrate that participants are unaware of the current systems in place to engage residents - and might therefore explain why they sometimes feel that ‘if they complain then a result should follow’.  Do residents always know the reasons behind why decisions are made and if so, are they communicated widely? 

Their negative experiences’ of attempting to influence local decisions helped create the general perception that the council’s (or Government’s) decisions were already set in stone and they subsequently were not interested in residents’ views. Several participants cast doubt over whether the council would listen to the findings of this research and felt it was an attempt only to be seen to be consulting with residents. 

 I’m dubious about them listening to what you’ve [Ipsos MORI] got to say. 

Woman, aged 35-54 years old.  

The bottom line is though it doesn’t matter how many times you phone them up or sign stuff…if they are not prepared because of their policies or budgets to listen then nothing is going to change. 

Woman, 55+ 

Others generally perceived councillors and politicians as only being concerned with residents’ views at election time (a common perception).

She [a councillor] comes around with her vote for me attitude…going to do this and that…but they don’t. 

Woman, 55+ 

Amongst younger participants this was despite no one having attempted to influence local decisions, or ever voted in local elections.  This reflected a more disenfranchised view more generally. 

They don’t listen to you anyway.

Woman, aged 18-34 years old

An inaccessible council?

The idea of inaccessibility preventing local residents from influencing local decisions stemmed largely from the view that the council is impersonal and remote.  

 [The council] needs to come down to earth a bit more. 

Man, aged 35-34 years old

There was much discussion within the groups about experiences of calling the council and being passed from one person to another, never being able to speak to the person who is responsible for the issue and a general dissatisfaction with the contact centre principle. 

You get passed around and no one is ultimately responsible. 

Woman, aged 35-54 years old

.

With call centres you have to go through a certain rigmarole, you can’t speak to the manager. 

Woman, aged 35-54 years old

You get passed from one person to another…that’s the problem I get. 

Woman, aged 18-34 years old.

Contact centres were said to lack a personal approach and one woman complained that despite phoning with a reference number, the contact centre staff always asked for her full details again, making her lack confidence in them.  One man described his experience of trying to find out who is responsible for flooding locally.  He has contacted both councils, they advised him to contact the Rivers Agency who advised him to call the council. Other participants suggested that with regards to flooding the council had been notable in its absence at times of severe flooding in the area.     

Participants suggested that if there was an issue they were pursuing, they would have to continually chase the council and find out what was happening – the council would not keep residents updated or get back to them. This was compounded by the council asking residents to either complain in a certain way, by letter for instance. There was one example of a woman being asked to monitor the incidents of anti-social behaviour that her neighbours were responsible for by keeping a diary, which she felt simply was impracticable.

The issue of having to be persistent when dealing with the council highlighted a general theme of the council being inaccessible to people who were busy either working or with families.  

“When you going to get time to start hassling the council?” 

Man, aged 18-34 years old.    

“[Calling the council] is a nightmare…we’ve all got busy lives…if you’re working you think I’ll phone them at lunch time but they’re on their lunch.” 

Woman, aged 18-34 years old.

Direct contact with the council is a strong local influencer of satisfaction – and one of the key drivers of satisfaction according to work Ipsos MORI carried out on the LGA Reputation.  As the following slide shows, direct contact with the council is extremely important and can often shape residents views of the authority for years to come. It would not be surprising that poor or frustrating direct experiences with the authority might impact on how residents feel about control and influence over local decisions.
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Lack of knowledge

Across the groups, but amongst the younger participants in particular, there was a lack of awareness about how residents might try to influence local decisions.  Participants explained that they did not feel that they had the opportunity to influence decisions.

“You don’t get a letter through the door saying now’s your chance.” 

Man, aged 18-34 years old.      

Few participants knew of their local councillors, did not know whether they held councillor surgeries or whether they could attend council meetings.  Many participants had not heard of or received the local newsletter.   

Lack of knowledge about local bylaws for example – is it legal to park on a kerb or cycle on a pavement – meant that people lacked the confidence to complain about these issues.  Indeed lack of confidence, stemming from lack of knowledge about how things work, was highlighted as a key barrier for those aged 35-54 years old who wanted to become involved in more community activities.  

Population segmentation

This section looks at the audience segments which have been derived from the primary research findings in relation to being able to influence local decisions. The aim of segmentation is to identify different target audiences and their traits so that communications and/or interventions can be tailored around their specific needs and preferences. Four audience segments were identified based on current levels of engagement that participants have with local public services and their communities, and participants’ levels of knowledge about how to influence local decisions. The four audiences are detailed in the diagram below:    
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There were three segments (in red above) which were dissatisfied about how they perceived being able to influence local decisions:

Frustrated:

These residents have both high levels of engagement with local services and of knowledge about how to do so.  These residents tended to be older – 55+ years old – from a wide range of social backgrounds and had a good deal of experience at trying to affect local decisions.  The types of decisions included planning decisions, both large scale and small scale, and anti-social behaviour. They tried to influence decisions in a range of different ways – telephone, letter, signing petitions, or by contacting their councillor directly – but felt they were simply not listened to and were disillusioned by the system subsequently. These residents were keen to have their views acknowledged in some way.

Community-spirited:

These residents had high levels of engagement with local public services but felt that they lacked knowledge about how to engage with them so that they could affect local decisions for the benefit of the local community.  They tended to be aged 35-54 years old and more of them came from lower social backgrounds.  

Their sense of dissatisfaction with issues in the local area was often expressed on behalf of other residents or groups of residents who they felt were not being offered adequate services (i.e. the younger population).  

They had experience of trying to influence more minor issues, often reactively, (i.e. complaints or informing the council about fly-tipping) and often contacted the council by telephone only. They did not seem to know about other ways to try to influence decisions and seemed to lack confidence in trying to influence more major issues (either due to lack of knowledge about how or seemingly feeling that as an individual their view would not be heard). However, they were keen to have more of an influence for the ‘collective good’ locally.      

Novices:

These participants had both low levels of engagement and knowledge and had no experience of trying to influence local decisions, and did not even vote.  They tended to be aged 18-34 years old.  

This area of life seemed to be something for older people and they often could not see the relevance to them or seemed surprised that their views were being sought.  However, on being asked they seemed eager to be listened to and had many ideas for their local areas.

There was one segment (in green on the segmentation chart) that was satisfied with their ability to influence local decisions:

Status-quos:

This group of residents come from a range of social backgrounds and ages. Their satisfaction with being able to influence local decisions comes from being satisfied with the local area and the way it affects them, from being indifferent to these issues or from a feeling that affecting local decisions is someone else’s job (i.e. the council).  They have a good level of knowledge about how to engage with local public services and will do when pushed but are unlikely to do so.  

Suggested improvements & communication

There was much consensus from all audiences about the sorts of things the council could do to help people influence local decisions and to better communicate with them. Many suggestions stemmed from the idea of the council doing more to reach residents rather than residents having to go to the council.  These included local meetings, direct mail letters and more regular council communications (a newsletter/magazine?).   

Have a meeting in every town hall in the county so everybody can put their views across…rather than having to go to the council…go to the community.

Man, 35-54 years old

This [meeting] sort of thing…has to be regular.

Man, aged 18-34 years old 

It may seem a bit corny but they should hold meetings like this so we can see them and talk to them – not on the end of a phone, fax machine or internet. 

Woman, aged 35-54 years old

Participants wanted to see representatives of the council - officers and councillors - face-to-face and again in the local community more often.

Listen to the people…be more accessible…instead of having to go through someone’s secretary, put that person on the phone. 

Woman, 35-54 years old

Be more accessible to us rather than us having to go to them all the time. 

Man, aged 18-34 years old

Very specific suggestions to contact and communication with the council included one named person dealing with your complaint throughout the process and having their complaint or view acknowledge in writing or person by the council.  One man suggested that the council sets up more events like the one they had on his estate:  a marquee had been installed in the communal area, with representatives of local public services and an invite had been leafleted days before informing local people who was going to be there and that they were welcome to come and discuss local issues with them.  Another man would like there to be free phones at the council offices which residents could use to phone the contact centre.

There were some suggestions that the council ensures the language and the format that it uses to communicate with residents should be simple and clear, everyday language, avoiding tables and diagrams.  One woman said she bins anything with a pie-chart on it.

Talk to us like we’re human beings, not above our heads. 

Woman, aged 35-54 years old

Finally, older participants suggested that the council advertise information in libraries and the Surrey Herald, whilst younger people tended to prefer the internet.
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Appendices

Appendix A: Discussion group guide

Runnymede District Council –

– Discussion Group Guide

Objectives

· To understand in more detail the attitudes and opinions behind the Key Drivers Analysis from NI4 and NI5 and the Place Survey more generally in Runnymede district.    

· To explore residents’ attitudes around areas of satisfaction and dissatisfaction in their local areas.  

· To identify the barriers (perceived and real) for residents to having an influence on local decisions.

· To identify what can be done to make residents’ feel more able to have an influence over local decisions.    

Timings 

	Introduction
	 5 mins

	Your local area: the good and the bad
	15 mins

	Place Survey findings – satisfaction
	25 mins

	Place Survey findings – influence
	25 mins

	Information
	15 mins

	Conclusions
	5 mins 


	1. Welcome and introductions


	5mins 
	

	Welcome and thank the participants for taking part.

Introduce Ipsos MORI 

Explain the aims of the project; to learn more about what you think about your local area, your involvement in your local area and your relationship with the local council(s).

Explain the ‘rules’ of the discussion: Respect each others views; speak one at a time, no right or wrong answers, it is OK to disagree with others in the group or to change your mind.

MRS code of conduct, confidentiality/ tape-recording.

Participant introduction.  

· Name/Where do you live?/How long have you lived in the area?

· What work do you do, if any?  Full/part-time? Interests

· Number/age of children
	Welcome: orientates respondents, gets them prepared to take part in the discussion, explains the format of the discussion and why etc.

Outlines the ‘rules’ of the discussion (including those we are required to tell them about under MRS and Data Protection Act guidelines)

Introductions: gives respondents a chance to start talking about something easy and very general, and helps them to feel more at ease with each other. 


	

	2. Your local area


	15 mins


	

	Moderator to introduce definition of ‘your local area’ – the area within 15-20 minutes walking distance from your home.    

Moderator to use flipchart and divide into ‘good’ and ‘bad’ and ask the group:

What are the good things about where you live? What keeps you here?  Remember I don’t know the area like you do…  

· Why do you say that? 

· Do the rest of you agree with x?

· I don’t the area, can you explain?

· Out of the good things you have mentioned, which make the biggest difference to your lives?

PROBE WHERE RELEVENT; 

The area (neighbourhood, Runnymede, Surrey), the services, the environment, people, things to do, jobs etc.

· What are the bad things about where you live? 

· Why do you say that?

· Do the rest of you agree with x?

· Out of the bad things you have mentioned, which make the biggest difference to your lives? 

PROBE WHERE RELEVENT; 

The area (neighbourhood, Runnymede, Surrey), the services, the environment, people, things to do, jobs etc.

Can you rank the things you’ve mentioned – what’s the worst?
	This section gives participants ‘unload’ and discuss issues that may be concerning them at present.

 
	

	3. The Place Survey findings – satisfaction with local area
	25mins


	

	Moderator to provide a brief overview of the Place Survey research that has already been carried out and why.  

Moderator to explain that 85% of residents in Runnymede said they were satisfied with their local area and 5% said they were dissatisfied.  Moderator asks:

· What do you think about that? 

· Who do you think has got it right – the ‘satisfieds’ or ‘dissatisfieds’? Why?

Moderator to present the group with pie charts of the positive and negative key drivers in Runnymede.  

Moderator to refer back to the issues participants mentioned in section 2 and to also draw from personal experience of his/her local area as a way to draw comparisons and test the severity of any concerns.  Asks:

· Why do you think people feel like this?

· What are these things like in your local area? 

· Do you think the things on this list are important/unimportant?

· Is there anything missing from either of the charts?

· Does anything surprise you?

· Do you think it really depends on where you live in Runnymede? Why?

· Do you think there are areas where you would expect residents to be more satisfied/dissatisfied – where/why?

· Do you think responses depend on residents’ ages, family circumstance or anything else? Why?

· What do you think should be done to improve these things so that more people are satisfied with their local area?

Moderator to then explore participants’ reactions to the Surrey-wide Key Driver Analysis. 
	In this section, we want to find out more about what the Place Survey results mean – why do people feel like they say they do?

Please note that the precise questions and probes used later will depend to a large extent on participants’ answers in this section of the questionnaire.


	

	4. The Place Survey Findings – ability to influence local decisions
	 25mins
	

	Moderator to ask:

· If there was a local issue that you either had really upset/angered you, you felt needed improving or promoting – what would you do?  If participants have difficulty thinking about this, refer to the issues participants raised in sections 2 and 3.

Moderator to explain that only 25% of residents in Runnymede feel that they can influence local decisions.  58% said they do not feel they can influence local decisions.

· Why do you think residents who said they can influence decisions feel like that? Who do you think these people were?/Why?  

· Why do you think residents who said they can’t influence decisions feel like that? Who do you think these people were?/Why?  

· Which group do you agree with? Why?

Moderator to explore participants’ reactions to Surrey-wide findings on ability to influence local decisions.   

· What are the types of decisions do you think people can affect? Why?

· What decisions do you think people can’t affect? Why?

· Do you think influencing local decisions is important? Why/why not? If people don’t think it’s important – who should be responsible for making local decisions? Why?

· What decisions would you like to affect currently that you feel you can’t?

· What do you think your influence should be? PROBE having a say or outcome-focused.

· Do you think local residents should be able to influence local decisions individually or collectively? Why? 

Moderator to suggest areas of decisions and ask participants to discuss whether they should have influence over them, what they would do currently and decide who should be responsible for them if not residents.  Ask:

· Why do you think residents should have influence over this decision? How should they have influence – action/outcome or ‘have a say’/be heard?

· Why do you think the other bodies etc should be responsible for the decisions identified?

Moderator to refer to issues that participants felt were important, that they said residents should be able to influence or that they said were bad in the local area:

· What would you do if you wanted to influence one of these decisions?

· Have you had any experience of trying to influence a local decision in the past? What happened? Why did you decide to act/not act? Is there anything that could be improved to make this easier for you?

· Are there any groups of people you feel the council should do more to try to empower them? Why? How should it help them?
· Do you think all residents would want to be involved in local decision-making if they knew about how? Who would/ who wouldn’t? Why/why not? 
	Throughout this section the moderator will be looking out for the key barriers – including lack of knowledge/awareness, competing priorities, attitudes and behaviour that may be preventing them from feeling able to influence decisions.    


	

	· 
	
	

	5. Information
	15 mins
	

	Moderator to explain that the council wants to find out how it can help people be more involved in the local decisions they want to influence.  

· Where do you get your information about the council(s)? PROBE: council newspaper, local newspaper, councillor (surgeries/leaflets), council website, other website/s, council contact centre, council meetings, local events, other local bodies and organisations.  For each ask why they do/do not use these as sources of information and what could be done to encourage them to access these sources of information.

· Are there any local council campaigns etc that you think would good? Which ones? Why?

· Where would you like to get your information about the council(s)?

	This identifies how best to raise awareness about influencing local decisions and communicating with local residents more generally.  
	

	6. Conclusions
	5 mins
	

	What’s the one message that you would like us to take back about:

· how to improve the local area so more people are satisfied?

· how to get more residents involved in local decision-making

· what decisions to get local residents involved in?

· how to communicate with local residents? 

Anything else you would like to say?

Thank you.
ASK PERMISSION FOR RECONTACT AND GIVE OUT INCENTIVES.
	Identify key themes and brings the group to a close.
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� Ipsos MORI did not conduct the Place Based Survey in Surrey. The aggregated dataset was provided courtesy of Surrey Improvement Partnership. Please note also that the research was conducted before CLG officially released the Place Survey results for English local authorities. As such, results may be subject to change. 


� The Place Survey questionnaire definition is “the area within 15-20 minutes walking distance from your home”.


 








