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Summary

The Network Development project gathered the views of 210 of the members and contacted a further 40 non-members (Debbie – I have added 5 to the email number as I know you spoke to people personally) representing10% of the existing membership and a random sample of the potential non-membership.
Overall, there is a positive feeling that comes through the survey and focus groups comments about the potential for creating:excellence and the desire that the existing members have for a thriving, active membership sharing learning and benefiting from the services. However, there is also recognition that creating:excellence is not there yet.

For those that have used the services of creating:excellence, and are therefore likely to have a greater understanding of creating:excellence, the experience has generally been good. Comments from the survey and focus groups were also confirming that they believe the core of creating:excellence is “One community” and that bringing sectors together is important. However there is confusion also amongst the membership and there needs to be clarity about the role of creating:excellence, the services offered and the benefits of membership.

A surprising number of the members either did not know that they were members or were not sure. The use of services is linked to the level of awareness, frequency of opportunity and the barriers. All have a role to play. Some services will be used less than others simply because they are not available as frequently (e.g. training courses). The barriers are as expected but location and time become particularly relevant when trying to bring people together across a large geographic region.

To increase the membership, it is necessary to really understand the existing members and what they value. Although there is a lack of data on the profiles of the members, the feedback gained was valuable and the role of the website, email bulletins as well as relevant seminars, conferences and training courses with networking opportunities are cited as useful to the membership. Opportunities to work with ‘helper organisations’ or trade / sector bodies on a local level would be beneficial. Word of mouth could be a very important tool to increase the membership base e.g. ‘Recommend a Friend’ – get each member to introduce one new member in a particular week such as creating:excellence’s birthday.

To increase the network activity, specific points regarding the planning and communication of events e.g. longer notification on events, need to be provided. It is important to be mindful of the barriers and attempt to reduce their impact e.g. creating more local opportunities for events or networking through local partner organisations or trade bodies or looking at more on-line learning opportunities.
With regard to improving the website, the comments related to both the functionality of the site as well as requesting improved clarity on the services, the various areas of the site and their interrelationship and the benefits of being a member. 
“Really insightful bringing together people from different sectors…breaking the boundaries”

“…..I think there is a massive opportunity for c:e to build awareness of its existence, its membership, membership loyalty and the level of service it offers to its members”
Brief:

The Network currently has approximately 2,000 members and it is calculated that approximately 100,000 people in the South West contribute to developing sustainable communities. In order to further develop the Network as a vehicle to facilitate, improve and enhance the learning and skills development for sustainable communities, this project was commissioned with the following specific objectives and outcomes:

· Increase membership of the network through raising the profile targeting occupational groups identified in the Egan Review.

· Increase the network activity of the members to encourage learning from one another

· Report on the future development of the network providing short, mid and long term targets

· Improve the Network pages of the website to make it more attractive, interactive and accessible and an area for exchanging ideas and information

There were significant changes to the original brief e.g. the requirement of two networking Masterclasses was reviewed and it was agreed instead to deliver focus groups in 4 distinct parts of the region. 
The requirements of the brief have been represented diagrammatically below and this also represents our approach to the work described in the methodology









The ‘Future development of the network’ has been labelled as (1) to indicate that our starting pointing was to gather views from the existing members which would not only build our knowledge on future development but also then cascade out to the strategies to increase the network membership (2) , network activity (3) and shape suggestions on how to improve the network pages of the website (4).
Methodology
To address increasing the network membership and network activity, it was vital to consult with the existing members as the first step. Any developments of the network should be working with the existing ‘customers’ rather than alienating them, and therefore we needed to understand the benefits of membership, the value of the current services and identify new services of interest to the existing members.

To this end, the research methodology for existing members was as follows:

Web based Survey sent to all members
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Focus groups x 8 across the region



Follow up Event



Final report 

 Results, conclusions and recommendations
The findings of the web-based survey were discussed as a team with the client to shape the work with the focus groups and give particular emphasis on key questions. 

During the project, it was agreed to revise the methodology and send out an email to the membership in order to ‘close the loop’, provide feedback to the membership and thank the respondents and focus group attendees.
In addition to the above process for the existing members, we also contacted a random sample of non-members with two objectives in mind: firstly, to encourage them to join creating:excellence and, secondly, to see how effective using recommendation as a tool could be in encouraging membership.
Profile of respondents
Before detailing the views of the members, we have outlined the profile of the respondents to the web-based survey and the attendees of the focus groups to give a context to the findings. The key findings have been highlighted from both survey and groups, and where relevant we have included comments in quotations to support this. Any conclusions that we have drawn have been placed in text boxes.
Web based Survey Results Demographics 
The web based survey was sent out to 2014 members of whom 145 were undeliverable. We received 193 responses i.e. 10% of the contactable membership base. See appendix 3 for full details. The demographics of our respondents were: 
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By Region, the respondents of this question (Base: 155)

Devon 29.7%, 
Bristol 18.1%, 
Somerset 12.3%, 
Cornwall 11%, 
Dorset 7.1%, 
Wiltshire 6.5%, 
West of England 5.8%, 
Gloucester 5.2%, 
Other 4.5%.

With regards to ethnicity, the profile of the respondents was 96.7% white, with only 5 individuals who responded to this question belonging to one of the other ethnic groups. 

When looking at how representative our sample was versus the membership base, we analysed the numbers by sector (100 being the base). The chart below shows a good representation across the sectors.
	 
	Membership c:e / RSWN           Total known
	Respondents
	Index

	NfP(in Vol.Comm & SE)
	694
	55
	91

	Public
	896
	83
	107

	Private
	176
	15
	98

	Total
	1766
	153
	 


The data on the profile of members is not consistent across the various databases and there are gaps therefore it is proving difficult to assess whether the respondents are a representative sample with regards to region or profession. 
Focus Group Attendees
The original plan was to hold workshops at four locations across the region running both in the morning and afternoon to give maximum opportunity for attendance. An incentive of a £50 voucher against a creating:excellence event was offered. The initial response to this was extremely positive with 53 individuals registering to attend across the region and representing the various sectors and professions.
Initially we had a significant amount of interest for the focus groups however due to last minute cancellations, we ran 6 sessions at 4 different locations across the region, namely Truro, Exeter, Bristol and Salisbury. Although we had only 18  attendees they represented a variety of occupations across the public, private and voluntary and community sector and were very forthcoming in their views of creating: excellence and how it could be developed for the future.

Views of the network members
 (1)Future Development of the Network

Any future development needs to be based on a sound understanding of ‘where are we now’. 

The web based survey gave us important key findings which, following on from discussion with the commissioning team at creating: excellence, were then used to prompt discussion and further probing within the focus groups.

· Lack of awareness with regard to actually being a member. 

We asked the members whether they were aware that they were a member and although 81.8% (153) of those who responded to this question were, it was a surprising 18.2% (34) who either did not know or were not sure. This pattern was reflected across the sub-categories of public, private and voluntary and community sector.

· Level of awareness of the benefits of membership.

Awareness of the various benefits of membership was answered by 189 respondents. Awareness was high for the email newsletter (88%), the opportunity to take part in the activities and services (86%), followed by awareness of networking with the South West regeneration community (68%) and free attendance at selected events (64%). The service with the lowest awareness was the ability to receive tender information (15%) followed by access to the participation and bursary fund and a ‘registered users only’ services including discussion groups and submitting news items for the website.  

There was a lower level of awareness of the participation and bursary fund amongst the private sector compared to both the public sector and voluntary and community sector, however as actual numbers are low; this finding should be treated with caution. 
· What services are used?

The two services that come clearly ahead of the others in terms of usage by the members are the email bulletins and the website; 74% of the respondents to this question claimed to have used the website either occasionally or frequently and 72% using the email bulletins either occasionally or frequently. The services with a high % of ‘never used’ were Shadowing (98%), Project visits (96%), Masterclasses (95%), the Participation and Bursary Fund (95%) and Email forum (87%). 

When considering why services have never been used, we need to consider both awareness and frequency of opportunity. 

It would be reasonable to assume that both of these factors have a role to play in the high percentages of ‘never’ being used on Shadowing, Project Visits, Masterclasses and the Participation and Bursary Fund. The low level of usage of the Email Forum is reflected in the lower awareness of the benefit however even if the awareness was higher, it will only become a useful tool for members when a sufficient number of members actively engage on a regular basis.

pto

· How useful are these services to the members?

For the email bulletins and website, 74% of respondents to this question found them slightly useful or very useful. 
 “Email bulletins are always useful to be kept up to speed with that is happening locally, regionally and nationally”
“The website is useful for specific information, but navigation could possibly be improved”

The Training courses, Seminars and Conferences had approximately 40% of the respondents claiming that they had used them occasionally, however in terms of usefulness they also performed well. 

“Social Enterprise and Culture in the SW, Plymouth. Useful in terms of networking opportunities, provision of new information” (Voluntary and Community sector).

“Conference in Plymouth was good networking” (Private sector)

“Masterclass day on urban design was excellent…learning and networking in one event”. (Private sector)

On the whole, the services that are used by the members are beneficial albeit that there were suggestions for improvements. Some services will be used less than others simply because they are not available as frequently (e.g. training courses)
· What else do they currently use to help them in their work?

Internet searches (63%),

Talking to colleagues in own sector (61%), 
Public agency sources (51%). 
All of the above were cited as ‘frequently used’ by the web based survey respondents. 

Sectoral / trade organisations and networks were flagged up through the focus group work and were believed to be a very useful method for creating: excellence to use to encourage new members as well as convey their message. See appendix 9 for a full list of the trade / sectoral organisations and publications mentioned by members of the network.
· What specific events or activities would they like creating: excellence to offer to members?

There were some very specific requests by the respondents of the survey and some were actually for services already provided. Again, reiterating the low level of awareness of existing services and benefits of membership

The requests focused on information required or skills e.g. definition of sustainable communities, facilitation skills, impact of climate change, State Aid issues. See appendix 5 for full details analysed by sector.
There was a request that the charging policy and eligibility criteria for the Participation and Bursary Fund should be consistent.

There were some specific points which could be incorporated into planning of events and activities such as:

needing earlier notification to have space in the diary, 

information on who a course is directed at, 

venues should be easily accessible by public transport,
more information on the desired outcome of an event and

on-line learning opportunities
· What are the barriers? 

Unsurprisingly, knowing about the range of opportunities, the location, own time, relevance of subject, and to a slightly lesser extent cost, all came up and although access to broadband was relatively low, it should not be ignored (focus group comment “the fewer there are the more marginalised they are likely to become”).

The barriers are as expected but location and time become particularly relevant when trying to bring people together across a large geographic region. The suggestion of on-line learning opportunities is an interesting one as it potentially overcomes some of the barriers, as would sharing information by case studies and the use of the forum.

The assumption that cost may be more of an issue for the Voluntary and Community sector than the Public or Private sector was not borne out in this research being at a almost the same level as the Public sector.

· What are your experiences of creating: excellence and how would you like it to develop?

There is a positive feeling that comes through the survey and focus groups comments about the potential for creating:excellence and the desire that the existing members have for a thriving, active membership sharing learning and benefiting from the services. There is also recognition that creating:excellence is not there yet.

Many of the comments from the survey were asking for clarity on what creating:excellence does, what the services are and the benefits.  
“What is your USP?”

“It is difficult to know what you actually do, how you can actually help”

Perceptions of non-members’ views from the focus groups:

“Would guess that 70-80% wouldn’t know that creating:excellence exists”

“The name! Doesn’t say SW in it nor does it say what it’s about” 

For those that have used the services of creating:excellence and are therefore likely to have a greater understanding of creating:excellence, the experience has been generally a positive one. Comments from the survey and focus groups were also confirming that they believe the core of creating:excellence is “One community” and that bringing sectors together is important. 
However there is confusion also amongst the membership and the there needs to be clarity about the role of creating:excellence, the services offered and the benefits and in the context of the ‘One community’ Egan report.

One suggestion was to run a conference on the Egan report and have various workshops running which attendees could choose. 

(2) Increase network membership

It came through clearly on both the survey and the focus groups that there is a lack of clarity about what creating:excellence does, who it is for and the services and benefits on offer. This was in reference to both existing members and the focus groups’ thoughts on non-members,

There were some specific suggestions made by the groups:

“(Must give) clarity on services membership gives”

“Use (Trade) Institutions”

 “Use powerful links to promote e.g. SWRDA”

“Publicise on Local Authority websites”

The membership numbers and comments from the focus groups would indicate a low level of awareness per se. 
To encourage membership an individual or organisation needs to know what is in it for them! Currently this is not coming through clearly enough.
However, there are some very positive members out there and ‘word of mouth‘ recommendation is highly valuable and should be encouraged.

One of the comments that came out of the focus groups reflected on the fact that the membership comprises both organisations and individuals and it would be interesting to know how that breaks down.  There are different marketable benefits for organisations compared with individuals, for example, training in organisational development as opposed to developing an individual’s skills.  

This could potentially lead on to different marketing strategies for the two groups and links into an idea for creating ‘helper organisations’ and / or ‘individual local champions’. Local champions would be those with sufficient knowledge to promote and explain creating:excellence.

Test marketing:
How effective could using the database of a ‘helper organisation’ be to increase membership?

In addition to being a ‘voice’ for creating:excellence through this project and in our other work, we interrogated our own database at CEU and identified 35 individuals who were not existing members of creating:excellence. An email was sent highlighting the benefits of membership and encouraging people to have a look at the website and explained how to join. 
The results of our recommendations equate to an additional 11 members having joined. We believe that this will continue and that the benefits of raising the profile and being clear about the benefits of membership perceived by the existing members will be a longer-term effect. 
(3) Increase network activity

We know from the survey that there are a number of barriers for many people to take up the opportunities; time, knowledge of range of opportunities, location, relevance of subject and cost. There were several particular points which have been detailed under the specific events and activities e.g. earlier notification of dates along with various topics of interest. 

In order for creating:excellence to increase the level of activity:

· Members need to be aware of all the services and benefits on offer and in sufficient time
· The activities or events need to be as accessible as possible across the region

· They need to meet / exceed expectations to encourage further engagement with creating:excellence or network members

· Activities need to be relevant to the members

The email bulletins are proving very useful as a communication tool to increase network activity. 

The focus groups demonstrated that network activity can happen by facilitating face to face meetings as those who attended quickly engaged with the others and were keen to exchange information on their respective areas of work as well as contact details and information to enable future networking.  We have provided contact details for all those who attended the Salisbury day at their request. 

Networking was frequently cited as a benefit of creating:excellence through the web based survey. Improving methods of facilitating face to face meetings at different locations across the region should replicate this, and this may be through working with local offices of trade / sector organisations or ‘local champions’.

Looking back to the findings from the survey together with several of those who attended focus groups there were many who didn’t appreciate that signing up for the different groups accessible through the website enables direct contact to be made with other members of the particular network and were missing out on a valuable networking opportunities. 

A two-way street! 
Increasing network activity is not simply how creating:excellence serves its members but also providing a ‘space’ for a vibrant and thriving community to share knowledge and learn new skills from each other through creating:excellence. In some ways the space has been provided e.g. submitting news items on the website however awareness of this is low (32%).
Although creating:excellence as the host can enable and encourage this, the members also have a role to play for this to happen on a wide scale by sharing good practice, being engaged in discussion and providing relevant case studies. As one focus group attendee commented “network members have a duty to cascade information”.

pto

(4) Improve Network pages of website
171 of the survey respondents used the site either occasionally or frequently and 32 of 143 who assessed its usefulness thought it to be ‘very useful’, 74 thought it ‘slightly useful’.

The findings from the website review carried out by CEU at the beginning of this project were echoed by survey respondents and focus group attendees.
“Need to improved navigation”

“Examples of successful plans and bids”

“Clarity on services membership gives”

“Sharing learning and experience – snapshots”

“Informal opportunity such as case studies and evidence is useful”

“More information could be provided in terms of each module / what creating:excellence does. Links between the info provided / each module would also be helpful”.

Several of the comments reflected that many were not aware of what was on the website and the wealth of information, quite literally, at their fingertips.

As one respondent stated, “There is a wealth of information, but anecdotal evidence from colleagues is that the site isn’t up to date, or it doesn’t have all of the relevant info. This isn’t right, but it is a perception held by many people.”

Although there are recent postings, this is not necessarily true for all sections of the site and the fact that there are many old ones also listed may be creating the perception that the site is not updated regularly even if the information is still relevant.

Although it is one of the most commonly used services, the opportunity to convey key messages or inform the membership of services is not being fully exploited. 

Conclusions in Summary
· A surprising number of the members either did not know that they were members or were not sure

· There is a positive feeling that comes through the survey and focus groups comments about the potential for creating:excellence and the desire that the existing members have for a thriving, active membership sharing learning and benefiting from the services. There is also recognition that creating:excellence is not there yet.

· For those that have used the services of creating:excellence, and are therefore likely to have a greater understanding of creating:excellence, the experience has been generally a positive one. Comments from the survey and focus groups were also confirming that they believe the core of creating:excellence is “One community” and that bringing sectors together is important. 

· However there is confusion also amongst the membership and there needs to be clarity about the role of creating:excellence, the services offered and the benefits and in the context of the ‘One community’ Egan report.

· The use of services is linked to the level of awareness, frequency of opportunity and the barriers. All have a role to play. Some services will be used less than others simply because they are not available as frequently (e.g training courses).
· The barriers are as expected but location and time become particularly relevant when trying to bring people together across a large geographic region.

· Increasing membership. An individual or organisation needs to know what is in it for them. Currently this is not coming through clearly enough.
· There is a lack of data on profiling the existing membership in order to understand which of the services / benefits of membership are relevant to which professions and ensuring that the message is working across the region.
· There is a potential role for ‘helper / partner organisations’ or ‘local individual champions’
· A wider audience may be reached via trade and sectoral organisations through publications and events.
· Increasing activity. Specific points regarding the planning and communication of events e.g. longer notification on events, have been provided.
· Be mindful of the barriers and attempt to reduce their impact e.g. creating more local opportunities for events or networking through local partner organisations or trade bodies.
· Website. Increase data collection on members in order to target new members more effectively.
· Improved navigation needed
· Clarity on the services on offer and the benefits of membership is needed
· Sign-in process needs to be easy to find and operate.
Recommendations
Increase awareness of membership by:

· Having a ‘Welcome’ email for new members which clearly sets down the benefits of membership and points the way to accessing them through the website or other appropriate avenues such as named contacts within and outside the staff team.

· All member organisations to have a welcome pack / info sheet for new employees. Signpost to website and have page for newcomers to the field

Increase understanding of creating:excellence and its role by:

· Having a clear, concise and explicit message on website of what creating:excellence does, who it is for and the benefits for the community it serves

· Working in partnership with trade / sectoral associations and ‘local champions’ / ‘helper organisations’ to spread the message

· Having links on public sector and other websites
· Activities and events to be positioned in the context of the Egan report.

· Explanation of the Egan review e.g. Conference

Raise awareness of benefits of membership by:

· Having a ‘Welcome’ page

· Reminders on the website

· Repeating through using wording such as ‘as a member… one of the benefits is…’ on individual pieces of communication

Increase network membership by:
· Having a better understanding of the profile of the existing members in order to then target new members more effectively

· Working with partners e.g. trade / public sector / local champions

· Identifying benefits for organisations vs individuals and developing appropriate marketing strategies
· Encouraging ‘word of mouth’ recommendation – e.g. ‘Recommend a Friend’ – get each member to introduce one new member in a particular week such as creating:excellence’s birthday  
Increase network activity through:

· Increasing the knowledge of the services amongst membership

· Providing earlier notification of dates for events

· Hosting in venues accessible by public transport

· Communicating via trade / sectoral bodies to encourage new members

· Get trade / sector organisations to host or jointly host events

· Piggy back on to other key events where there will be a relevant captive audience

· Clearly state level of course (who it is for) and desired outcomes i.e. set the expectation level

· Facilitating face-to-face meetings at various locations 

· Encouraging use of Email forum (as tool for learning with minimum time investment and cost)

· Encouraging a ‘two-way’ street

· Building in time for speed-networking at all events

· Avoiding jargon where possible; where it’s not possible explain clearly

Improve network pages of site
· Highlight area to join 

· Collection of all relevant data (and not to be lost if potential member then reads Terms and Conditions)

· Improve navigation of site, particularly with regard to the different areas

· Improve the message on benefits of membership

(2) Increase network membership





(3) Increase network activity





Through raising the profile





 (1) Future development of the network





(4) Improve Network pages of website





Base:154





Base:152








Base:155











PAGE  
3
CEU Ltd - (01392) 666281


