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Introduction

The LGCommunications Survey was conducted between October 2008 and April 2009. From all the
local authorities that were asked to fill out the survey 272 local authorities responded - a 77%
response rate (post council re-organisation). All figures are based on those answering the question.
For some questions data for all authorities is available as the research team searched council
websites and telephoned for information.

All data is linked to an individual authority and it is therefore possible to link to Place Survey and other
data. The Place Survey was a statutory survey of public opinion carried out by all local authorities in
England between October and December 2008. It was a postal survey and asked questions on the
local area, councils and perceptions of how informed residents felt. It followed the same methodology
as the BVPI General Survey of 2006 which focused more on perceptions of the local council.

In the appendices full findings are listed. If results do not add up to 100% this may be due to more
than one response being given, or figures being rounded up or down. If an asterisk “*” is used this
means that a result of less than 1%, but more than zero, has been given. The results are based on all
respondents giving an answer, unless it is stated otherwise.

Where appropriate data identifies the Government Office Region, type of authority and CPA rating are
given. These ratings are provided by the Audit Commission who rated all single tier and top tier
(County) authorities on a four star basis, district and borough councils are rated on a scale from weak
to excellent.

Contact Details

The authors have sought to ensure that this report is an accurate reflection of the research and
consultation that has taken place. It is therefore important that the findings continue to be accurately
reflected in any future internal or external publication. If you wish to reference the findings from this
report please contact the authors to ensure that your interpretation is correct.

This report was written by Neil Wholey and Pinal Patel

Research and Consultation Team
Communications and Strategy
Westminster City Council

17" Floor

Westminster City Hall

64 Victoria Street

London

SW1E 6QP

Tel: 020 7641 3317
Email: nwholey@westminster.gov.uk; ppatel3@westminster.gov.uk;
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Executive Summary

The LG Communications Survey is a unique and comprehensive audit of communications activity
within councils. Nearly four in five English local authorities took part and the key findings are among
the first time this information has been collected and published

Key findings:

*  94% of councils produce either a council magazine or newspaper (66% a magazine, 28% a
newspaper)

* 76% of councils produce an A-Z

* 74% of council magazines/newspapers are likely to have a article about recycling in it (the
most popular content)

* 64% of council magazine/newspapers carry some advertising

* 63% of councils publish no more than once every three months

* 55% of all communications team are located in a central team

* 54% of councils had first produced a council magazine/newspaper by the end of the 1990s

* 40% of councils have their magazine/newspaper delivered by a postman on their rounds (34%
have them delivered by a distribution company)

* 31% of councils produce a welcome pack for new residents

* 28% of councils produce a resident newspaper

* 27% of local authorities think that their magazine/newspaper has the look and tone of a quality
tabloid

* 16% of councils think that their magazine/newspaper is unique without a comparison

* 16% of councils carry at least some of their statutory notices in their publication

* 5% of councils have a publication name which is a pun or a local reference, rising to 10% of
unitary authorities

These findings are interesting in themselves but the raw data identifies individual local authorities and
can be linked with any performance based data. The aim was to link this data to the statutory Place
Survey. This survey of local residents was carried out in October to December 2008 among all
English local authorities. It measures residents’ satisfaction with the local area, the council and how
informed people feel. Unfortunately the data, due to be published in February 2009, has not yet been
published by the government. Therefore instead data from the 2006 equivalent survey, the BVPI
General Survey, has been linked instead.

This analysis has shown that publications are critical to the reputation of local councils. In particular
there are three clear conclusions on the impact of communications. It shows that once Place Survey
data is released further conclusions will be drawn which will help identify the clear drivers of
satisfaction with local authorities, and the role that communications play.

Key conclusions:

1 - The longer a council has had a publication the more informed and satisfied their residents
are. In 2006 those who launched in the 1970s-1980s were on average five percentage points higher
on satisfaction with the council (BV3) than those who launched their publication later. Value for
money scores were four points higher.

2 — The councils that use direct mail and their own staff to deliver their publications have more
informed and satisfied residents. The least well informed and satisfied residents are those where
the council publication is enclosed in another, such as a local newspaper. The difference in
satisfaction levels between direct mail and enclosing in another publication is five percentage points.

3 - Shorter less frequent publications have more impact for most councils. The optimum level
of publication appears to be no more than one publication every quarter. However, without Place
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Survey data the impact of the innovation since 2006 of weekly/twice weekly newspapers in urban
areas cannot be assessed. Some of these authorities have seen the highest rise in satisfaction and
value for money in unpublished Place Survey data seen by the authors. Yet, until evidence from those
authorities is properly assessed it appears that councils generally do not have to publish more
frequent publications and can concentrate on a few quality editions.

Final thoughts

The key challenge for local government communications is to understand the overall fall in satisfaction
levels with councils as shown by the Place Survey. According to the Municipal Journal’ satisfaction
has fallen from 53% in 2006 to 45% in 2008. The sector needs to understand why this has happened
when local government communications activity has increased in that period. This can only be
achieved by the full publication of the Place Survey findings on an authority by authority basis.

There is a technical reason for the difference in satisfaction levels. In the 2006 survey the questions
concentrated on councils and detailed the services offered. It informed respondents what councils do
and then asked them if they were satisfied. In the 2008 Place Survey the question on council
satisfaction was essentially a footnote and respondents were not informed about the work of the
council. Therefore it was expected that satisfaction would fall and the Audit Commission has stated
that the comparison between the two years on this question is not valid.

But, technical reasons do not make good headlines or address the underlying question. The same
Municipal Journal article states that it is not thought to be recent incidents, such as money invested in
Icelandic banks or publicity over chief executives pay, that are the root cause of dissatisfaction. The
authors of this report disagree. The evidence of the last year is that we are potentially in the middle of
a crisis in confidence in not only local government but public services in general. A gathering mood of
public services being wasteful, greedy and uncaring is being formed. In potentially the worst
recession since the 1930s, when council tax has doubled in recent memory, and when the media is
highlighting incompetence from banks to local councils, should we not expect dissatisfaction with local
councils to increase?

Residents are holding councils to a tougher test. Now more than ever councils have to prove value for
money and their role in local communities. Local authorities need to move beyond just saying that
more informed residents are more satisfied to identifying the impact of good communications. Nearly
all councils have a council publication, but not all have a good reputation. Some councils are
genuinely bucking national trends through good communications and we can learn from them. The
Place Survey will show this but it is hidden in the overall picture reported so far. When the data from
that survey is published there will be a second edition of this report which will look for the tools that
councils can use to drive forward excellent communications, the reputation of the council and makes
residents genuinely happier.

In the meantime this report shows that local authorities can improve satisfaction levels through good
communications. Now is not the time to cut back on communications. Residents want open and
transparent public services. Now is a time for councils to reflect on what good communications means
and whether they can improve the quality, reach or scope of their activities.

! Municipal Journal, 7 May 2009
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1. Publications Audit

1.1. Council publications

Three in five English local authorities (66%) produce a resident magazine, one in five (28%) produce a
newspaper. Newspapers are more common in Yorkshire and the Humber, North West and South
West. Magazines are more common in the South East and North East.

None

N
ewspaper 28%

66%
Magazine

Question: Does your council produce a resident magazine or newspaper?
Source: 352 English local authorities responding to question, (Oct 08-April 09)

The table below shows councils that produce a resident magazine or newspaper:

Does your council produce a resident magazine or newspaper? (Number Magazine Newspaper None
of responses)
Overall: (352) 66 28 6
Type of authority: County 59 30 11
District 70 25 5
London 67 27 6
Metropolitan 58 31 11
Unitary 64 36 0
Government Office Region: East 84 14 2
East Midlands 60 33 7
London 67 27 6
North East 83 17 0
North West 57 38 5
South East 80 18 3
South West 55 35 10
West Midlands 67 21 12
Yorkshire and the Humber 23 68 9
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1.2. Council Magazines

Three in five (70%) district councils are likely to produce a magazine, compared to sixty-six per cent
overall. Those in the East (84%), North East (83%) and South East (80%) are more likely to produce a
magazine.

Magazine 66%
County 59%
District 70%
London 67%
Metropolitan 58%
Unitary 64%

4*/ excellent 68%
3*/ good 69%
2*/Fair 62%

1*/ weak/ poor 68%

Question: Does your council produce a resident magazine?
Source: 234 English local authorities responding to question, (Oct 08-April 09)

1.3. Council Newspapers

One in five (28%) councils produce a resident newspaper. Unitary authorities (36%) are more likely to
produce a newspaper, alongside those councils based in the North West (38%), South West (35%)
and East Midlands (33%).

Newspaper 28%
County 30%
District 25%
London 27%
Metropolitan 31%
Unitary 36%
4*/ excellent 25%

3*/ good 29%
2*[Fair 30%

1*/ weak/ poor 21%

Question: Does your council produce a resident newspaper?
Source: 98 English local authorities responding to question, (Oct 08-April 09)
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1.4. Council publication names

The most popular names are to either add “Newspaper” to the name of the area, or to call it “Your”
whatever area it may be (in particular for counties.

What’s in a name?

“...Newspaper” 16% <::|
“...Life” 6% <:|

Pun/local reference 500

“...Matters™ 5%

“...Link” 39%

Insidefintouchfinshape/

initiatives 3%

“...Magazine” 3%,

“...View/ viewpoint” 3%

Question: What is the name of your council magazine/newspaper?
Source: 312 English local authorities responding to question, (Oct 08-April 09)

Five per cent of councils use either a pun or a local reference as their title, such as the examples
below. 2

Pun/local reference

A1rvo

% The publications shown are: Hartlepool (Hartbeat), North East Lincolnshire (Linc Up), Waverley (Making
Waves), Wyre Forest (newswyre) and Rutland (Multum in Parvo)




LGcommunications

Proving Communications Works

1.5. Look and Tone

One in five (27%) authorities said that their magazine/newspaper has a similar look and tone to a
quality tabloid. Sixteen per cent that their look and tone is unique and that they cannot think of a
comparison. One in six (15%) said that their magazine/newspapers was similar to The Big Issue in

style.

Quality tabloid

Unique/ canit think of a comparison

The Big Issue

Radio Times

Newspaper supplement/ Sunday Magazine
Take a break

Time Out

Hello

Supermarket customer magazine

Broadsheet

5%
4%
4%

3%
3%

27%
16%
15%
9%
8% Top
answers
given

Question: Which, if any, of the following magazines/newspapers is most similar to the look and tone of your

council magazine/newspaper?

Source: 187 English local authorities responding to question, (Oct 08-April 09)
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1.6. Columns, sections and features

Two in five (44%) authorities are likely to have a regular column/section on the ‘Leader/Elected
Mayor’. Other popular choices are the PCT/NHS (19%), Police (18%), Voluntary group/organisations
(12%) and the Editor (11%).

Nine in ten (90%) councils have the contact details for the council in the magazine/newspaper. Four
in five (85%) have a ‘News page’ and four in five (76%) have the listings for council events. Three
quarters (71%) have the listings for local events.

Contact details for the council 90%
News page 85%
Listings for council events 76%
Listings for local events 71%
Contact details for councillors 48%

Some statutory notices 16%

Job adverts 9%

All statutory notices 1%

Question: Do you regularly include features on any of the following?
Source: 233 English local authorities responding to question, (Oct 08-April 09)
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1.7. Coverage of topics

Councils were asked to identify the most likely content at the time of the Place Survey fieldwork.
Recycling was the most likely with three in five (74%) authorities saying they would publish most
information on it. Only 52% said that they were likely to put most coverage about how the council
provides value for money. The top items being covered reflect priorities likely to be priorities for
residents.

Recycling 74%
Crime and Anti Social Behaviour 53%
How the council provides value for money 52%
Community activities/events 47%
Refuse collection 44%
Sport/leisure facilities 40%
Getting involved in decision making 33%

Services for older people 33%

Services for young people 29%

Parks and open spaces 28%
Museums/galleries/theatres/concert halls 21%

Health issues 20%

Libraries 13%

None of these 6%
Question: Which two or three, if any of the following topics are likely to get most coverage in the
magazine/newspaper you plan to produce between 1st October and 31st December 20097
Source: 229 English local authorities responding to question, (Oct 08-April 09)
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1.8. Advertising

Three in five (64%) councils sell any space as advertising. Nine in ten (96%) London councils and
four in five (94%) of County councils sell any space as advertising. Only half of districts (50%) sell any
space. Those local authorities based in the North East (90%) and London (96%) have the highest
percentage of advertising space that is sold, whereas authorities based in the East Midlands (32%)
have the lowest.

Any space 64%

County 94%
District 50%

London 96%
Metropolitan 77%
Unitary 70%

4*/ excellent 68%

3*/ good 65%

2*[Fair 59%

1*/ weak/ poor 68%

Question: Roughly how much coverage space, if any, is sold as advertising in the magazine/newspaper?
Source: 233 English local authorities responding to question, (Oct 08-April 09)

None 36%
Up to 10% 24%

11-25% 17%

33% (around a third) 15%

50% (half or more) 9%

Question: Roughly how much coverage space, if any, is sold as advertisingin the magazine/newspaper?
Source: 233 English local authorities responding to question, (Oct 08April 09)

10
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1.9. Other publications

Four in five (92%) councils are likely to produce an electronic version of their magazine/newspaper.
Other popular publications that are produced are an A-Z of services (76%), a welcome pack for new
residents (31%), recycling newsletter (29%) and community safety newsletter (28%).

An electronic version of your council 92%
magazine or newspaper

An A-Z of services 76%

A welcome pack for new residents 31%
A recycling newsletter 29%

A community safety newsletter 28%

A magazine/newspaper for younger 15%
residents (aged under 16)

A magazine/newspaper for older 6%
residents (aged 50+)

A magazine/newspaper for parents 5%

Other 26%

Question: Does your council produce any of the following?
Source: 116 English local authorities responding to question, (Oct 08-April 09)

11
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2. Organisation of staff

Over half (55%) staff are located in a centralised team in most local authorities. Three quarters (72%)
of district authorities are likely to have their staff located in a centralised team. This is likely to reflect
the fact that these are smaller teams, perhaps of only one person. Half (52%) of staff in London
authorities are located in a centralised team.

All staff are located in

H 0,
a centralised team 55%
County 22%

District
London 52%

Metropolitan 31%

Unitary 33%

4*| excellent 60%
3*/ good 48%

2*/Fair 58%

1*/ weak/ poor 62%

Question: Which of the following best describes how communications is organised in your council?
Source: 132 English local authorities responding to question, (Oct 08-April 09)

12
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3. Impact of Communications

3.1. First publication

Two in five (42%) councils had started producing their magazine/newspaper in the 1990s or between
2006-2006 (40%). A small majority of councils, one in five (12%) had started producing a publication
as early as the 1970s and 1980s. These were mostly unitary authorities (23%) and those based in the
North East (25%) of England. Unitary authorities were established in the Local Authority Act 1992.
The fact that so many have a long established publication suggests they were strong leaders in their
local area when they were a district/borough council.

Those authorities that had mostly started a publication in the 1990s are likely to be district councils
(49%) and those based in the South East (54%) of England.

2007+

1970s to 1980s

2000-2006

1990s

Question: When did the council first start producing a council magazine/newspaper?
Source: 212 English local authorities responding to question, (Oct 08-April 09)

13
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The table below shows the when local authorities first starting producing a magazine/newspaper:

When did the council first start producing a council magazine/newspaper 1970s to 1980s 1990s 2000-2006 2007+
(Number of interviews)
Overall: (212) 12 42 40 6
Type of authority: County 6 22 61 11
District 10 49 38 3
London 17 43 30 9
Metropolitan 4 33 50 13
Unitary 23 35 35 6
Government Office Region: East 11 48 37 4
East Midlands 23 23 54 0
London 17 43 30 9
North East 25 38 38 0
North West 0 32 64 5
South East 17 54 26 2
South West 4 40 48 8
West Midlands 5 42 42 11
Yorkshire and the Humber 0 50 31 19

Councils that had started producing a council magazine/newspaper in the 1970s to 1980s have a

higher level of informed levels (47%). Two in five (40%) residents are more likely to count the council
as their main source of information about the council if there was early publication. Those where first
publication happened later are more likely to rely on local media as a source of information about the

council.

1970s-1980s
1990s
2000-2006

1970s-1980s
1990s
2000-2006

1970s-1980s
1990s
2000-2006

Question: When

Informed about services and benefits

Council main source of information

40%

36%
32%
Media main source of information
29%
32%

38%
did the council first start producing a council magazine/newspaper?

47%
45%

42%

Source: 229 English local authorities responding to question, (Oct 08-April 09), compared with BVPI General
Survey findings (2006)

14
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Three in five (59%) residents are more likely to think that the council is efficient and well run if the
publication was first produced in 1970s to 1980s. The earlier the first publication was the more
satisfied residents are with the council (57%) and to think that the council provides good value for
money (46%).

First Publication (2)

Council is efficient and well run

1970s-1980s 59%
1990s 56%
2000-2006 52%
Overall satisfaction with council (BV3)
1970s-1980s 57%
1990s 53%
2000-2006 52%
Council provides good value for money
1970s-1980s 46%
1990s 44%
2000-2006 42%

Question: When did the council first start producing a council magazine/newspaper?
Source: 229 English local authorities responding to question, (Oct 08-April 09), compared with BVPI General
Survey findings (2006)

15
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3.2. Distribution

Two in five (40%) councils have their magazine/newspaper delivered by a postman on their round.
The second most popular way of distribution is delivery through a distribution company (34%).

Delivered by postman on their round 40%

Delivered by a distribution company 34%

Dropped with another publication such 15%
a local newspaper

Posted to unnamed addressee 13%

Posted to named addressee 9%

Delivered by council staff 6%

Question: How is the magazine/newspaper distributed?
Source: 272 English local authorities responding to question, (Oct 08-April 09)

Magazines/newspapers are most likely to be available from council offices (98%). Other places where
residents are able to get their local council magazine/newspaper from are:

* Libraries (80%)

* Leisure centres (64%)

* One Stop Shops (54%)

*  Community centres (43%)
* GP surgeries (30%)

16
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Those local authorities that post their publications to a named addressee have an average of half their
residents informed about the services and benefits the council provides. This is some seven points
higher than those councils who drop the publication with another such as a newspaper. The more
direct the distribution the more informed residents area.

Distribution (1)

Informed about services and benefits

Posted to named addressee 50%
Delivered by council staff 49%
Delivered by distribution company 46%
Posted to unnamed householder 46%
Delivered by postman on their round 46%
Dropped with another publication 43%

such as a local newspaper

Question: How is the magazine/newspaper distributed?
Source: 272 English local authorities responding to question, (Oct 08-April 09), compared with BVPI General

Survey findings (2006)

This pattern is also reflected by satisfaction with the council being higher amongst those residents that
have the council magazine/newspaper posted to them by direct mail (57%).

Distribution (2)

Overall Satisfaction with council (BV3)

Posted to named addressee 57%
Delivered by council staff 57%
Delivered by distribution company 54%
Posted to unnamed householder 54%
Delivered by postman on their round 53%
Dropped with another publication 52%

such as a local newspaper

Question: How is the magazine/newspaper distributed?
Source: 272 English local authorities responding to question, (Oct 08-April 09), compared with BVPI General

Survey findings (2006)

17
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Half of residents (48%) are likely to think that the council provides good value for money if the council
magazine/newspaper is posted to them by direct mail. Two in five (46%) residents are likely to think
that the council provides good value for money if the magazines/newspapers are distributed by a
distribution company, this is compared to those that are dropped with another publication (43%).

Distribution (3)

Council provides good value for money

Posted to named addressee 48%
Delivered by council staff 49%
Delivered by distribution company 46%
Posted to unnamed householder 46%
Delivered by postman on their round 45%
Dropped with another publication 43%

such as a local newspaper

Question: How is the magazine/newspaper distributed?

Source: 272 English local authorities responding to question, (Oct 08-April 09), compared with BVPI General
Survey findings (2006)

18
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3.3 Frequency

Two in five (38%) councils publish their magazine/newspaper every quarter. One in five (17%) publish
3 times a year (every four months). County (56%), district (45%) and Metropolitan (34%) councils are
likely to publish their magazine/newspaper 4 times a year. Those authorities publishing between 7 to

12 times a year are likely to be London boroughs (41%) and Unitary authorities (35%).

24 to 52 None
7 to 12 ! Once or twice
8%
50r6
(every two months) 3 (every four
months)

4 (every quarter)

Question: How often is the magazine/newspaper usually published?
Source: 315 English local authorities responding to question, (Oct 08-April 09)

Residents are more likely to be informed about services and benefits (48%) if the
magazine/newspaper is published once or twice a year. A similar figure for informed levels arises
from those publications that are published every four months (47%). Caution must be used in this
analysis as the impact of more frequent publications in urban areas since 2006 cannot be assessed

until Place Survey data is released.

Informed about services and benefits

Once or twice 48%
3 (every four months) 47%
4 (every quarter) 44%
5 or 6 (every two months) 42%
7t0 12 a year 40%
CAUTION:
24 to 52 a year (once a week/two Place Survey
weeks) y ( 42% data will show

Question: How often is the magazine/newspaper usually published? (each year) current impact

Source: 315 English local authorities responding to question, (Oct 08-April 09), compared with BVPI General
Survey findings (2006)

19
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Residents are more likely to be satisfied with the council if the magazine/newspaper is published once
or twice a year (55%). This is also the case for those that are published every four month (54%) and

every quarter (54%).

Frequency (2)

Satisfaction with council (BV3)

Once or twice 55%
3 (every four months) 54%
4 (every quarter) 54%
5 or 6 (every two months) 50%
7t0 12 a year 51%
CAUTION:

Place Survey
data will show
current impact

24 to 52 a year (once a week/two 52%
weeks)

Question: How often is the magazine/newspaper usually published? (each year)
Source: 315 English local authorities responding to question, (Oct 08-April 09), compared with BVPI General

Survey findings (2006)

Value for money scores are also affected by the number of times a council magazine/newspaper is
published. Those councils that publish once or twice a year (47%) are likely to have a higher value for
money rating amongst residents than those councils that publish 7 to 12 editions a year.

Frequency (3)

Council provides good value for money

Once or twice 47%
3 (every four months) 46%
4 (every quarter) 45%
5 or 6 (every two months) 42%
710 12 a year 41%
CAUTION:
24 to 52 a year (once a week/two Place Survey
weeks) year ( 45% data will show

Question: How often is the magazine/newspaper usually published? (each year) current impact
Source: 315 English local authorities responding to question, (Oct 08-April 09), compared with BVPI General

Survey findings (2006)

20
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