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1. Introduction

1.1 Background and Objectives 

This report is based on research carried out by the MORI Social Research Institute on behalf of the Regional Co-ordination Unit (RCU) for the Government Office (GO) Network.  

The aim of the research is to understand and measure the expectations and satisfaction levels of stakeholders for the GO Network as well as those of the nine regional Government Offices (GOs). Stakeholders include those in central Government and in regional and local organisations working with the Government Offices. The research investigates how these stakeholders feel about the GO Network’s overall performance and, their perceptions of how well they understand its objectives and how well it communicates. 

The study also explores how the GO Network can improve its future performance and working with stakeholders. Care was taken to ensure that a cross-section of stakeholders, reflecting a range of functional interests were included in the research.

1.2 Methodology

There are two key strands to this research each operating at the national network and individual GO level, consisting of;

· Quantitative surveys of national Network stakeholders and individual GO stakeholders; and

· Qualitative depth interviews with Network stakeholders at a national level and individual GO stakeholders in the nine regions.

The bulk of the research consists of the quantitative surveys, which aimed to complete 300 interviews with stakeholders for each of the nine GO regions as well as an additional 200 national and RCU partners.  In total 2,992 interviews were achieved.  

Two questionnaires were employed, one for the national Network survey and one for the individual GOs, with a degree of overlap to allow some comparisons.  Individual GOs were also able to add their own regional specific questions.  

Interviews were conducted via both telephone and online methods (approximately 200 by telephone, 100 online, per GO).  The telephone interviews lasted approximately twenty minutes, and were conducted by MORI Telephone Surveys (MTS).  In both approaches, advance letters were sent to respondents informing them of the study. 

In each GO region, and nationally, the survey was supplemented by depth interviews.  Contact details for stakeholders contacted by the research team were supplied by the RCU and individual GOs.  The depth interviews were conducted in November 2005, mostly via telephone, with one interview conducted face-to-face.  Five depth interviews were conducted per region and fifteen at the national level, giving a total of sixty depth interviews. Each lasted around 45 minutes and was based on a topic guide agreed with RCU and the individual GOs. The interviews were conducted by MORI executives and recorded with the respondents’ permission. As with the quantitative survey, advance letters were sent to stakeholders informing them of the study and inviting them to take part.

1.3 Sampling 

The sample for both the qualitative and quantitative elements was provided by the RCU (for the Network interviews) and individual GOs. 

In general, key central Government stakeholders who deal with a number of GOs were prioritised and included in the Network element of the research.   

At the sampling stage a number of problems were encountered from duplication both internally, within a GO sample, and between different GOs.  MORI undertook a comprehensive de-duping process to avoid stakeholders being contacted more than once.  

1.4 The Report Layout

This report presents the findings for the overall GO Network and, where appropriate, compares them with the average findings for all nine GOs (referred to as the GO average throughout).  Unless specified, the verbatim comments included are those of the Network stakeholders;

However, where different sub-groups are analysed, they are predominately taken from the GO average findings, due to the larger sample (2,818) interviewed.  The main sub-groups include: 

· Strategic/Operational – based on the self-defined response of a stakeholder when asked to describe their relationship with a GO;

· Organisation type (i.e. central Government/local Government etc…) – this stakeholder definition was made by the RCU/GOs for their individual samples; 

· Area of contact (i.e. transport/preparing for emergencies etc…) – these groups were defined when stakeholders were asked in which areas they had contact with a GO. 

1.5 Interpreting the Data

It should be noted that the survey represents a sample of opinion among RCU and GO partners.  As a result, all results are subject to sampling tolerances, which means that not all differences are statistically significant.  In general, only significant differences between sub-groups have been reported on.  In particular, analysis of sub-groups with small base sizes (for example area analysis and comparison of different central government departments) should be seen as indicative only.  A guide to statistical reliability is appended.

Where percentages do not sum to 100, this may be due to computer rounding, the exclusion of “don’t know” categories, or multiple answers.  Throughout the volume, an asterisk (*) denotes any value less than half a per cent but greater than zero.

In places in the report, reference is made to “net” figures.  This represents the balance of opinion on attitudinal questions, and provides a particularly useful means of comparing the results for a number of variables.  In the case of a “net satisfaction” figure, this represents the percentage satisfied on a particular issue or service, less the percentage dissatisfied.  For example, if a service records 40% satisfied and 25% dissatisfied, the “net satisfaction” figure is +15 points.

Details of the survey response rates and statistical reliability are appended.

1.5.1 Interpreting Qualitative Findings

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 report, use is made of verbatim comments from contacts interviewed as part of the depth interviews. 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, although in each case the verbatim comment is representative of at least a minority.

1.6 Benchmarking

Where appropriate, benchmarking data has been included for previous relevant stakeholder studies MORI has conducted with the RDAs (2003).  However, it is important to note that these comparisons should be treated with caution since the methodologies and sampling techniques are not identical to this study.  However, these findings can be seen as indicative.

1.7 Acknowledgements

MORI would like to thank Ian Jones, Clive Mills and Susan Aitken of the RCU for their help in this survey and the GO communications teams for compiling the samples.  Particular thanks should also be extended to all the Network and individual GO stakeholders who took the time to let us know their views.

1.8 Publication of Data 

Compliance with the MRS Code of Conduct and our clearing of any copy or data for publication, web-siting or press release which contains any data derived from MORI research is necessary.  This is to protect our client’s reputation and integrity as much as our own.  We recognise that it is in no one’s best interests to have survey findings published which could be misinterpreted, or could appear to be inaccurately, or misleadingly, presented. 

2. Summary of Key Findings

The majority of stakeholders regard the Network and Government Offices (GOs) favourably.  The Network is viewed as helpful, is regarded as having integrity and stakeholders would speak highly of it to others.  Overall, they are satisfied with the performance of the Network, generally understand its objectives and priorities, have a feeling that it has improved over recent years, and think it is on the right track.   

In terms of specific strengths, the Network is viewed as having good regional and local knowledge and is seen to play a positive role in promoting and supporting partnership working in the regions.  It is also thought to perform well on a range of policy areas, largely regional co-ordination type roles including working with local authorities, improving regional planning and responding to emergencies.  While performance on more specific policy areas such as protecting the environment, promoting cultural and leisure activities and planning a modern and integrated transport system is lower in comparison, it is perhaps not reasonable for them to be effective against such a broad range of areas.  

However, running throughout the study is a sense that views are not strongly held or that stakeholders are undecided in their opinions.  For example, it is notable that when asked how they would speak of the Network, stakeholders tend to remain neutral.  This would appear to be linked to the fact that the role of the Network, as well as the individual GOs, is unclear; is it the defender of locality or the voice of central Government? Either way, stakeholders want more clarity.  With a more clearly defined role stakeholders would be in a better place to link the Network into other agendas, and see where it fits within the wider picture of Government.    

A key challenge for the Network lies in identifying itself to its stakeholders.  By communicating its role and purpose more clearly, it may be able to capitalise on this neutral opinion, since MORI’s reputation research consistently shows that familiarity does not breed contempt, and, all other things being equal, that higher levels of contact and communication will lead to more positive outcomes.  In fact, this is clear among the different types of stakeholder groups involved in this research; it is the central Government stakeholders who are better engaged and more positive on almost every measure.  The further from the centre the less positive stakeholders are, with the voluntary and community sector the least engaged and least positive.

In terms of these communications, there is a desire for the Network to be more of a cohesive unit through better consultation with the individual GOs.  Currently, the Network rates poorly at sharing best practice and acting on feedback.  The feeling is that the Network is not yet the sum of its parts, and better information sharing and communication could rectify this, helping it to become more joined up and consequently having more influence throughout Government. 

Some stakeholders iterate that there is a need to inject more accountability into the GO Network, with clear performance targets for senior management and the RCU.  Such targets are in fact in place, but this lack of knowledge from stakeholders highlights that more or better communication of these is needed.  In addition, a perception held is that there are not enough senior staff employed in the GOs, with only two in five (37%) feeling staff have the right skills, which can lead to feelings of mistrust.     

3. Implications

Going forward there would appear to be a number of key actions or questions for the GO Network to respond to or answer.  

Sharing Best Practice

It is important that the Network learns from the performance of its individual components, the Government Offices.  Sharing best practice is an area of relatively low performance for the Network, especially in comparison to the GO average.  There is potential to communicate areas of good practice seen in individual GOs, across the whole Network, raising the overall performance levels for all GOs. 

Improving Communications

Improved external communications are key to establishing a clearer role and identity, but currently the Network is relatively weak in this area (performing below the GO average).  This may partly be due to the virtual nature of the Network.  However, there is still room for improvement, with the research suggesting that this would be best delivered by holding small-scale meetings with GO staff or increasing contact with stakeholders by telephone.  

Focus on Policies

It is important for the Network to perform effectively at policy areas that are important to stakeholders.  In the following areas viewed as important by stakeholders – working with Local Authorities, planning, preparing for emergencies and social exclusion – the Network performs effectively.  The Network should maintain and build on its performance in matching stakeholder priorities in these areas.  

However, the Network must also focus on its performance in the following policy areas, where current effectiveness does not match the level of importance placed on them by stakeholders – transport, education and skills, environment and housing. 

What is a Government Office?

It is clear that many stakeholders are confused about the role of the Government Offices; do they represent the region to the centre, or vice versa? A further complication relates to the fact that they work across a wide range of policy areas, so it is perhaps not surprising that many feel they do not know enough to comment. But, do you really want your stakeholders to not have a view?

In providing a clear presentation of priorities and focus for the GOs, it is important to be able to answer the question, “what is a Government Office and what does it stand for”?
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4. Overall Image

4.1 Stakeholders know who the Network is

Familiarity levels for the GO Network are strong, with two thirds (67%) having a good level of knowledge about the Network and its activities.  The average score for all GOs is even more impressive, with nearly four in five (78%) of those interviewed sharing this view.

However, as the chart illustrates, while familiarity levels are positive, [especially in comparison to the RDA average], there is little room for complacency.  Three in ten stakeholders (31%), from a sample compiled by the Network still only know just a little or nothing at all about the Network and its activities.   
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Among the main Network stakeholder sub-groups, as might be expected, central Government contacts are significantly more likely than those from other functions to know about Network activities (74% compared with 51%).  However, when looking at the main GO average subgroups, this difference is not as pronounced with different functions showing reasonably similar levels of familiarity. 

4.2 The Network has more advocates than critics

Advocacy levels for an organisation are an important measure of performance –particularly if people are willing to speak up for it, without being asked.   The performance of the GO Network and the GO average is generally on a par with other Government agencies surveyed by MORI.   

A positive area for the Network is the low level of negative opinion held by stakeholders, with only two per cent of their stakeholders being critical of it without being asked.  

However, while the balance of opinion is positive, there remains a high degree of neutral opinion held by stakeholders towards both the Network and the GOs in general.  In total, 48% of Network stakeholders are withholding opinion, most of them express neutrality in their view towards the Network (46% neutral, two percent don’t know).  
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In general, in MORI’s reputation work, we tend to find that levels of information have a direct relationship and impact on stakeholders’ willingness to recommend an organisation.  This is also true here with 66% of those feeling informed speaking highly about the Network, compared with just 30% of those who do not feel informed.  The latter group are also significantly more likely to convey a neutral view (57% compared with 30% among informed stakeholders). 

Looking at sub-groups for the combined GO average, central Government stakeholders are significantly more likely to be advocates of their GO than any other function and less likely to be critical, as shown in the chart below.  In contrast, local Government contacts are least likely to recommend their GO; they also have the highest levels of neutral opinion (49%).  

Among the other sub-groups, those stakeholders that view themselves as dealing with the GO on a strategic level are significantly more likely to be advocates than operational stakeholders.  Not surprisingly, this group of strategic contacts are also significantly more likely to know a great deal about their GO and its activities than operational contacts (19% compared with nine percent).
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4.3 Stakeholders are satisfied with performance

Half (55%) of Network stakeholders are satisfied with the performance of the Network, but this view is not strongly held, and most are fairly rather than very satisfied (47% and eight percent respectively).  Further, this level of satisfaction is lower than that for the overall GO average (62%).  Having said that, in contrast, regional stakeholders are more likely to be dissatisfied with their GO than Network stakeholders (10% and five percent respectively).  In fact, the main difference lies in the proportion of stakeholders who are undecided, with a third (33%) of Network stakeholders saying they are neither satisfied or dissatisfied, compared to a quarter (26%) for the GO average.  This indicates that, as might be expected, it is easier to hold views towards a visible GO, than a virtual body such as the Network.  
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Among the Network stakeholders, central Government contacts are significantly more likely than those from other functions to be satisfied (63% to 36%).  

Looking at the main GO average sub-groups, there is little variance in satisfaction levels between different categories of stakeholders.  However, in common with other measures, central Government stakeholders are more satisfied than other functions.  Importantly, one in five (20%) are very satisfied with GO performance, almost twice the proportion seen for the other functions.   
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4.4 Performance is improving 

Positively, a third (32%) of Network stakeholders view the Network’s performance as having improved over the last two years.  Just two per cent believe there has been a decline.   

The direction they’ve been heading in is the right one. They’re bound to get a fair bit of negativity coming back which is not to say they’re not going in the right direction, its just that they’re not there yet

While the dominant opinion is that performance is improving or has at least remained constant, the largest proportion of stakeholders do not know whether there has been a change (34%) – another high level of neutral opinion.  Reinforcing the importance of communication, contacts who do not feel informed are significantly more likely not to give an opinion than those who feel informed (45% and 22% respectively).  

This pattern is replicated in the GO average results, albeit to a lesser extent, with one in five (18%) saying they do not know if performance has changed.  However, this still suggests that regional stakeholders have a better idea of GO performance, and that nationally the Network needs to better publicise information about its performance to stakeholders.  
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5. GO Network behaviours 

5.1 Network performs well on helpfulness and integrity 

Generally the Network performs well on a range of client service attributes, with around two-thirds rating its helpfulness and integrity as being good.  Half rate it as open, and two in five or more say it is objective, consultative, focussed on its clients and understands individual’s organisations.  Fewer are positive about how the Network reacts to feedback or shares best practice.  
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These findings are broadly in line with the GO average, although as the chart shows, the Network performs slightly better on client focus and lower on sharing best practice (where 17% are critical – the highest negative score on any behaviour).   

As with other measures, in all cases between a quarter and a half are withholding opinion – either saying they don’t know, or that performance is neither good nor poor.  This is particularly marked on the extent to which the Network is seen to act on feedback (56% neutral opinion) – again a figure that could be reduced by (more) effective communications.    

Among the sub-groups, the importance of information provision is also apparent, with those who feel informed significantly more likely to feel the Network has a good client focus than those who do not feel informed (69% compared with 25%) and is good at understanding organisational needs (62% compared with 22%).  

5.1.1 Need to improve best practice sharing around the Network

The latter point is substantiated by the qualitative findings which highlight that if the Network was more effective at best practice sharing, it would not only improve knowledge management across the Network, but also reduce duplications between GOs.   

The Network to my mind should really be there to share information across Government Offices … to enable them to learn from each other.  So in what I do, there’s a risk of nine areas reinventing the wheel, whereas if they can, and which they’re trying to do, share information across the regions, they don’t have to do that they can pick things up from each other

I’d like to see them share information more across the GOs

I feel quite strongly that there is a lack of communication within GOs

5.2 Good local knowledge but problems with getting the right, senior, people

In terms of working practices, around two thirds (65%) of the Network’s stakeholders feel that it knows what is happening across the regions and localities – this is seen as a key strength.  

As might be expected, among the Network sub-groups, central Government stakeholders are more likely to agree with this local perspective than contacts from other functions (70% agree compared with 53% respectively).

Level of information about the Network also impacts on views here, with 80% of those who feel informed responding positively compared with just 55% of those who do not feel informed, as seen in the quotes below.      

I think their strengths are they know the local conditions

These people are closer to understanding the needs of various parts of the region, so they break away from this central Government belief that there’s a one size fits all no matter what the community is
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The Network performs relatively poorly on having people with the right skills.   While the balance of opinion remains positive, the percentage disagreeing is higher than for other statements (14%) and most obviously around half of stakeholders don’t feel they know enough about GO Network staff to express an opinion.   

This issue was expanded in the qualitative interviews, with stakeholders citing a lack of senior staff in the GOs as hampering effectiveness.  As a consequence, trust issues surrounding the calibre of GO employees were prevalent in a large number of the depth interviews. 

People don’t trust the GOs, don’t think they’ve got the calibre and quality of staff.  If you look at the grade profile that’s probably true because you want people out in the region who are experts or senior people in their field, so you don’t send a pimply youth in to see a chief exec.

There is a lack of capacity and capability within Government Office staff to deliver our agenda … I think there’s a lack of leadership in some Government Offices, a lack of senior management engagement in the process, an all too easy willingness to delegate to much more junior staff.

Obviously they’ll vary a bit depending upon the quality of the people.  But it’s not like some are absolutely fantastic, because I mean even the best ones have only got a limited [number] of people who can do this business.  I mean I think we’re probably talking about something a bit more systemic about how do you get, I don’t know, a 30% increase in terms of the senior creditable …it’s still a relatively small group of people at the top. 

 I think they all feel that what they need is probably fewer people, but more senior people.

The recruitment process for GO staff was cited as a reason for the shortfall in senior staff, with stakeholders suggesting that the Network needs to cast their recruitment net externally to pick up staff of the right quality.    

They have a real staffing difficulty, because every job that becomes vacant they have to offer within the GO Network first, before they can recruit outside.

We need to very, very, very quickly improve the capacity and capability within Government Offices that deliver our business.  There aren’t the skills and competencies in sufficient numbers within the Government Office’s, therefore we need to do something very quickly about how we fill that gap and in my view that gap needs to be filled from outside, not within the GO Network.

6. Understanding objectives 

Almost three in five stakeholders feel that they understand the Network’s objectives and priorities, but again highlighting communication issues, two in five have a low level of understanding (57% say well and 39% not well).  As shown in the chart below, the Network and GO average are broadly in line.
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Among the Network stakeholder subgroups, as might be expected, over half (54%) of those who do not feel informed about the GO Network generally do not understand its objectives, over twice the proportion of those who feel informed (25%).  

Taking this one step further, the qualitative research revealed that stakeholders also want to know more about future plans for the Network.  They feel that it is important for them to know, not only the immediate targets of the Network, but the long term strategic goals.       
What I’m not informed about and this might be because it doesn’t exist, is the plan of where it goes next and how does it become better and how does it work?

Looking at the main sub-groups among the GO average results in more detail, although there appears to be little variance in understanding of GO objectives between functions, the ‘net’ scores better highlight differences by taking both positive and negative views into account (i.e. well minus not well).  The ‘net’ score for local Government stakeholders is lower than for other functions except for voluntary and community sector contacts (+16 and +17 respectively, compared with +21 overall).    

Those stakeholders who view their relationship with GOs as operational as opposed to strategic, are also significantly less likely to feel they understand objectives and priorities.  This is probably as would be expected; however, the Network needs to decide if such a disparity in levels of understanding is reasonable, or whether more effort should be made to improve this area.       
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Network stakeholders are positive about the effectiveness of the Network at meeting its core objective.  Over three in five (63%) feel this objective is being met effectively – however, only four percent feel strongly enough about this to state the Network is very effective in this area.  One in five (18%) feel the Network is not effective at meeting its objectives, again, strong opinion is not evident with just two per cent feeling this is very much the case.   
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7. The role of the GO Network

While more stakeholders understand the Network’s objectives than do not, in general, understanding of the actual role of the Network appears to be confused.  In particular, tensions concerning whether the Network represents central Government to the regions, or the opposite, commonly prevail. 

7.1 Working with others – good regional performance 

A key strength of the Network highlighted earlier is that, in general, stakeholders feel it knows what is happening in the regions.  This regional strength is further highlighted with over three in five (62%) stating that the Network performs well in promoting and supporting partnership working in the regions, with a net score of +56 percentage points compared to +47 for the GO average results.  In addition, the Network also compares favourably to the GO average concerning working with local authorities and other key partners to improve delivery (‘net’ +49 compared with +36 overall).   

The Network’s perceived regional strengths in comparison to the GO average may be partly explained by the make-up of its sample.  In the combined GO average results, central Government contacts are significantly more likely than other functions to rate the support of regional partnership working as good, and the Network sample is predominately composed of central Government contacts – therefore helping to explain these positive differences.
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Individual GOs are far more likely to be seen as understanding central Government objectives than the Network as a whole (+76 compared with +53 for the Network) – this could be due to the lack of a distinctive voice for the virtual Network.  

7.2 Defender of locality or the voice of central Government – stakeholders want more clarity 

The role of the Government Office is to both represent the region to central Government and vice versa.  However, a common theme emerging from the qualitative interviews is that stakeholders are not clear about this dual role.  A number of stakeholders are unsure about what the function of the Network is, or should be.  Unless stakeholders are clear about the Network’s role then it is unlikely they can fully comprehend its performance and effectiveness – perhaps helping to explain some of the high levels of neutral opinion towards the Network.

One view is that they are representing the region to the centre, and the other that they are representing the centre to the region, and the truth is that they are doing a bit of both, which sometimes causes difficulty.

A few stakeholders interviewed feel that they have seen a change in the tone and focus of the Network over the past year, towards representing central Government to the regions.   Whether this is a conscious move by the Network or just a perceived change by stakeholders, it is still important for this to be communicated.  

There has been a change in tone over the last year from being the defender of their locality to being the voice of central Government

Some stakeholders also feel that the Network has taken on a more generalist Whitehall focused role, rather than representing the individual departments, as highlighted in the quote below: 

Increasingly what they have to do is to represent Whitehall, rather than represent individual departments.

This uncertainty regarding who the Network represents could help to explain the 39% of those interviewed who did not know the Networks’ objectives and priorities, seen earlier on in this report.  These levels of uncertainty are also echoed in the regional GO surveys, as illustrated in the quotes below.

Network stakeholders are not the only ones confused… 

Below are a selection of comments taken from the individual GO surveys, with the key theme of uncertainty regarding the role and purpose of GOs:

“The dilemma is, are they there to represent the Government in the region or are they here to represent us, in the region, to the Government? And I think that’s where there’s a certain lack of clarity as to which role they’re fulfilling at any point in time”

“I think the Government Offices always have a challenge in that we might want them to be our champions but central government sees them as being their arms and ears and eyes in the region”

“I would want them to be an advocate for the region, because they’re well placed to be that, but I’m not entirely sure that they are”

“It feels often as if they are the puppets of central Government without any ability to think for themselves. I think that they come into their own when they are not either passing down a message or vetting or inspecting on the government’s behalf, when they have got a truly delegated function to themselves to perform”

“I think they have an important role to play. They are the agents of Central Government and therefore they have a specific and useful role to play”

“They should be more of an advocate. They are in danger of becoming a stooge for central Government”

 “You’re never quite sure who the Government Offices represent…but I definitely got the feeling that the Government Office was representing the region for the most part and then trying to explain to us what the Government expected from the region”

“It’s very easy to forget the Government Office isn’t here to promote the region.  It is about promoting Government policies within the region whilst being sensitive to regional interests and that is a different role to the Regional Development Agencies”

7.3 Not seen to influence Government policy

Stakeholders see the Network as a whole as having more influence than the GO average (39% great deal/fair amount compared with 31%).  However, as reported earlier, the GOs are seen to better understand the objectives of central Government. 

Due to the uncertainty surrounding the role of the Network and individual GOs highlighted earlier, it is difficult to know whether when stakeholders answered this question, it was with a view to wanting the Network to have more or less influencing power.  
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8. Comparisons with other organisations

As the charts below show, on balance stakeholders rate the performance of the Network as being better than the Local Government Association and the Regional Development Agencies (31% and 33% better respectively).   However, in each case around half (50% LGA, 44% RDA) stated they had no opinion on which organisation was better – indicating that stakeholders do not see direct comparisons as relevant or they do not have enough knowledge in the area to comment.[image: image15.wmf]Source: MORI
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9. Policies and performance 

Overall, as the chart below highlights, there are large variations in how effectively stakeholders rate the Network in different policy areas.  It rates highly with reference to regional coordination roles, but performs less effectively in specific policy areas such as improving transport and the environment – although, should less effective performance on such specific areas be a surprise?  Again, stakeholders give a high level of neutral opinion, but on balance, all areas are viewed positively, except planning regional transport systems.  
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On almost all policy areas, the Network has a better ‘net’ score than the GO average results, with the two exceptions being: helping to maintain and develop the economy and helping to protect the environment.  

9.1.1 Seen to be effective at regional focus and planning

The Network is viewed as being most effective at working with local authorities, with three out of five (61%) seeing it as effective, and one in ten (10%) saying very effective.   The Network is also seen as effective in more strategic roles such as improving planning generally, and working with local partners to ensure the regions are able to respond to emergencies (55% and 49%, respectively).  As expected, the Network is viewed more effectively than individual GOs on these widespread coordinating roles, which are more likely to be seen as a function for the Network rather than individual GOs to provide. 

Other areas where the Network is seen as effective include:

· Tackling social exclusion (46%) – though levels of negative opinion are also relatively high on this area (18%);

· Encouraging the development of sustainable rural areas (45%); and

· Managing European programmes (44%).

9.1.2 Less effective at specific policy areas, but is this a surprise?   

The Network is viewed as relatively less effective for policy areas that relate to a specific function: promoting cultural and leisure facilities, housing, environment, the economy, improving education and skills levels, reducing crime and the fear of crime, and tackling social inclusion.   

Of note, 31% feel the Network is not effective at helping to plan a modern and integrated transport system in the regions, making this the policy area with the highest level of negative opinion.   

While these policy areas are of importance to the GO Network, it is perhaps not reasonable for them to be seen as effective in such a broad and complex spectrum of competencies.  Looking at the GO average, this view is also reflected among individual GO stakeholders.  Indeed, with this view in mind, some stakeholders see GOs as having more of a generalist rather than specialist remit – helping to explain why some policy effectiveness scores appear to be low.  
I’m not sure that the Government Offices are necessarily well placed to deliver all of our business so we need to be thinking about alternative delivery vehicles for that

9.2 Policy effectiveness in the regions

As noted above, for both the Network and individual GOs, a high number of stakeholders say they ‘don’t know’ about effectiveness in different policy areas. With almost half of GO average stakeholders feeling unable to give an opinion; it highlights the difficulty in commenting on a specialism you have not had contact with.  Therefore, the charts in Appendix A look at the opinions of those stakeholders who have had contact with their GO in the area concerned and their views on effectiveness – for the GO average. 

Encouragingly the results show that, on average, those who have had contact with an area are more likely to think the GO is effective at it, than not.  However, while effectiveness increases with contact, so do views of ineffectiveness, although to a much lesser extent, i.e. those who know something about a particular policy area are more likely to express an opinion, one way or another.  

Having said that, it is notable that, for most of the policy areas, around one in ten still feel unable to comment on the GOs effectiveness despite having contacted them on the issue – this is an area where more or better targeted communication of achievements may improve perceived effectiveness. 

9.3 Which policy areas should the Network focus on?

The following chart plots stakeholders’ priorities for the Network against their perceived effectiveness.  The further to the right an area is, the more important it is to stakeholders; and the further up the chart, the more closely the area fits stakeholders’ perception of effectiveness.    

The graph is split into four quadrants, with the top left hand area including policies that are relatively less important to Stakeholders that they feel the Network is effective at.  The bottom left quadrant has policies that are neither seen as important nor performed effectively.  The top right hand side is where policies are both important and effective – this should be the aim for the Network.  The highlighted area on the bottom right hand side is important for the Network to focus on, these are policies where the Network is seen to have a relatively low effectiveness score, however, are seen to be important by stakeholders: 

· Helping plan a modern and integrated transport system;

· Improving education and skills levels;

· Protecting the environment; and

· Providing the opportunity for everyone to live in a decent home. 
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While this is generally a useful tool in identifying relative priorities, it must be noted that in this case the R² co-efficient is weak (0.38) – this is, the strength of the relationship between how effective a policy is and how important it is seen to be.  This suggests that views on priority of policy vary to a great extent across stakeholders; there is not a strong common set of opinions.  

This is seen to an even greater extent in the chart below, which illustrates the policy importance versus effectiveness of the GO average results.  This has a particularly weak R² relationship (0.21).  However, given the disparate stakeholder functions within all of the GOs, it is unsurprising that such a lack of shared priorities is apparent.   
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Having said that, the chart for the GO average tells a similar story to that of the Network.   The highlighted areas to focus on are almost identical – the only differences being that the GOs are seen as more effective at protecting the environment but less effective at responding to emergencies than the Network; the latter is viewed as important and is therefore a priority area for the individual GOs to focus on.  

10. Information and communication

Overall, the message on communications is weak; on balance more stakeholders feel that they are not kept well informed by the Network than do (47% compared with 44%).  The Network also has a lower net score than the combined GO average (-3 percentage points compared with +9 respectively).  Due to the ‘virtual’ nature of the Network it might be expected that a visible GO would be in a better position to keep its stakeholders informed.  However, this is still clearly an area for improvement as nearly one in ten (8%) of key stakeholders selected by the Network do not feel at all informed about it. 
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The qualitative interviews highlight some of the difficulties the Network experiences in keeping stakeholders informed, with uncertainty surrounding where the GOs end and the Network begins making it hard to distinguish between the two.  In some depth interviews, stakeholders reveal they believe the Network is improving in collating and distributing information from individual GOs to its stakeholders, particularly at RD level.  The message given was that if the Network better informs its stakeholders about the views of all GOs then it could exceed the sum of its parts and have a greater influence and be of more use to central Government.      

It’s hard to distinguish between the GO Network and the Government Offices, I think they have been working much better as a collective on making their agreements and particularly the regional directors have been sharing a lot of information and operating as a team, certain different directors lead on different policy areas, representing their colleagues’ views on those policy areas, which is really helpful and gives them a lot more strength around Whitehall.

They are very good at feeding back to us where departments are asking two different things.  That said, I think they could, it’s maybe more the individual GOs are good at feeding back, the Network as a whole has not been brilliant at pulling all that together.  So if the Network had more resource, more time, it was doing what you might expect a GO Network to do it could do a lot of work of pulling out all the inconsistencies and highlighting them in a very compelling way to central Government.

10.1 Nearly half of the Network stakeholders, never use the website

On balance, more stakeholders find the Network website useful than do not (33% versus 5% respectively).  However, nearly half (46%) have never used it.   It must be noted that when this survey took place, the website had only been operating for six months – this may help to explain the high level of those who have not used it.  
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10.2 GO average communications

The following section looks in depth at the GO average findings and explores the quantity and perceived quality of contact that stakeholders have with their GO. 

10.2.1 Who is the most informed?

Looking at the GO average results, the chart below highlights some of the key stakeholder groups and their differing views on how informed they feel about their GO.  
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Reflecting patterns seen elsewhere in the research, central Government stakeholders are those most likely to feel informed about their GO, with three in five (60%) stating this.  In contrast, levels of information in the voluntary and community sector are overall negative, with a net score of minus five percentage points.  

Again, strategic stakeholders feel significantly more informed than those dealing with GOs in an operational sense.   Although strategic stakeholders may be more likely to be involved in management communications, it is still important that those on an everyday operational level should feel informed.

Looking at the area of contact that stakeholders have with their GO, a wide difference in the levels of information is clearly apparent.  As the table below shows, the net informed score has a large variance again from +33 of those who have contacted their GO regarding transport to only +12 of children and young people contacts.  This highlights potential inconsistencies in approach from functions within GOs about keeping their stakeholders informed. 

Somewhat counter-intuitively, the differing levels of information between stakeholders from different policy areas do not directly translate into, as we might expect, differing opinions towards a GO’s effectiveness.  For example, those who have contacted a GO concerning transport are the most informed; however, they are not significantly more satisfied or advocates of a GO than other areas of contact – which is not what we would generally expect. This suggests that other factors are influencing different area contacts. 

	How well informed, it at all, do you think GOXX keeps you about its work?

	
	Informed
	Not informed
	Net

	Base:  All respondents (2,818)
	%
	%
	

	Transport
	66
	33
	33

	Culture and leisure
	65
	35
	30

	Environment and rural
	65
	35
	30

	Economy
	64
	35
	29

	Planning
	64
	36
	28

	People and sustainable communities
	62
	38
	24

	European funding
	60
	40
	20

	Local Government
	60
	40
	20

	Education and skills
	59
	40
	19

	Public health
	58
	41
	17

	Preparing for emergencies
	58
	42
	16

	Community safety
	57
	42
	15

	Children and young people
	56
	44
	12

	Source:  MORI


10.2.2 The importance of being informed

One of the key general findings of MORI’s reputation research is that familiarity does not typically breed contempt.  All other things being equal, the better informed people are about an organisation; the more satisfied they tend to be with its services.  This pattern can be seen in the GO average results; indeed on almost all measures throughout the survey, the more informed the stakeholder, the more positive opinions they hold about the GO.  The chart below highlights the significant differences between those feeling well and not well informed in terms of overall satisfaction, advocacy and improved performance.  If GOs are better able to inform their stakeholders, this has the potential advantage of driving up positive opinion.   
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10.2.3 Quantity of contact

While the majority of GO stakeholders have had at least some contact with their GO over the last 12 months, a potentially worrying finding is that one in twenty (five percent) stakeholders selected by GOs say they have had no contact with them at all.  As would be expected, this figure is higher when looking at those who do not feel informed, rising to eight percent, compared to only three percent of those who feel informed.  In fact, those who feel informed are more likely to have had more regular meetings with their GO; over half (54%) of those who do not feel informed met their GO once a month or less.  Regular contact is clearly a key method of improving levels of information among stakeholders. 

[image: image24.wmf]Source: MORI

Level of contact with GO 

–

GO

Average

1 

-

12

Q

How many times, if at all, in the last 12 months have you had 

contact with GOXX?

42%

17%

13%

17%

3%

1%

5%

2%

Base: 2818 GO stakeholders, fieldwork dates 13 Oct 

-

22 Nov 2005 

13

-

24

25 

-

48

49

-

100

101 

-

200

201 

-

300

No contact

Don’t know

33

20

16

22

4

1

3

2

54

15

9

11

2

1

8

1

Informed

%

Not 

informed

%


10.2.4 How do stakeholders want to be informed?

The charts below plots how stakeholders currently get their information from their GO and how they would prefer to receive it for the two “information” groups – those informed and not informed.  Communication methods below the line of best fit are those which stakeholders want to a greater extent than they are currently receiving.

Looking at stakeholders who do not feel informed in the graph below, it is interesting to see that they want GO communication through more small meetings with staff and greater use of the GO website, suggesting that action on these could potentially drive up positive views towards the GOs.  
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Among those who feel informed, contact with staff by telephone is currently underprovided.   
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10.2.5 GOs seen as easy to get hold of and helpful

When stakeholders have contacted their GO, four out of five (79%) found it easy to get hold of the right person, with only one in ten (12%) describing it as difficult – a positive finding.  Again, reflecting patterns seen elsewhere, central Government contacts are significantly more likely than those from other organisations to have found it easy to get hold of the right person.  

Nine out of ten (89%) found the person they dealt with to be helpful, with only one in twenty (five percent) saying the opposite – again, an encouraging finding.  
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As the right hand columns in the chart above highlight, the perception of quality of contact with a GO has a large impact on satisfaction with its performance.  Of those dissatisfied with their GO’s performance, one third (33%) found it difficult to get hold of the right person and one in five (21%) found the person they dealt with unhelpful.  There is undoubtedly a relationship between effective stakeholder handling and satisfaction, a relatively easy area for the GOs to improve.   

10.2.6 Information is seen as relevant and useful 

Again, looking at the GO average scores, on average, the information provided is seen as being relevant (68%) and useful (65%).  Over half of GO stakeholders also feel that information is timely (53%), responsive to their needs and linked to Government policy (both 52%).  

However there is still room for improvement, with one in five rating responsiveness to needs and explanation of Government policy linked to their agenda as being poor (19% and 20% respectively).  
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11. Improving relationships

11.1 Network needs to become more of a ‘Network’

When asked how the Network could be improved, a quarter (26%) of stakeholders want it to become more ‘joined up’ in its approach – creating stronger links between the GOs.  The aim of this would be to cement the Network as an accurate representation of the GO family, giving it more significance and power.  

My impression is that all of the GOs see the need for it to function but for understandable reasons they’re all heads down, getting their jobs done and the GO Network is not yet embedded as a core way of doing business.  So it’s a sort of add on which everyone sees the value of, but I think everyone would also recognise isn’t functioning as well as it could do at the moment

Communication within the Network is also raised as a behaviour to improve,   and, in common with other findings in the survey, two in five (18%) want to see more best practice sharing between GOs and the Network.  
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Looking at the GO average results, communication and the desire to be informed are also high on the agenda of stakeholders, with one in five (20%) recommending that more communication/feedback and information is needed.  Encouragingly, those who do not feel informed show a desire for more information with a quarter (27%) suggesting this as a key improvement for the GOs, mentioned by significantly more than among those already informed (14%).

In the qualitative research there was also some admission from stakeholders that improving communications is a two way process and it is not just up to the GOs to improve, but also for the stakeholder organisations to show a willingness to engage.  

I think if you take some of the RDs and some of the directors of, oh what do they call themselves? Local Government practice or whatever, don’t they? I think there’s some real energy and there’s some real talent there, I don’t think that we engage them as much as we should and listen to them

11.2 GO Network should be more accountable

The qualitative interviews yield a desire from stakeholders for the Network and GOs to become more outcome focused, and place a greater emphasis on delivery and performance management.  

I think first and foremost there’s a need for a robust performance management system in place that holds senior managers within RCU and within the GO Network accountable for the delivery of central Government priorities and objectives

The GO Network should be responsible for guiding the work of RDAs and ensuring that Government investment in the regions is genuinely delivering the sort of outcomes that Government cared about

In addition to this, as the comment below highlights, certain misconceptions are held regarding the level of performance management that the ODPM places on the GO Network.   It is interesting to note that even though the ODPM does performance manage the GO Network, this is not apparent to all stakeholders.

ODPM does not performance manage its business through Government Offices despite putting 21% of its resources into Government Offices.  So if the Government Office Network is not held to account then it’s not surprising that they don’t deliver our business

11.3 Need to look at the bigger picture – where does the Network fit in?

One stakeholder raised the need for GOs to look at the wider environment that they operate in – to appreciate where they fit within Government.   This also links into better understanding the needs and experiences of their stakeholders.  A suggested route for this was through more GO staff having secondments at stakeholder organisations, particularly in central Government. 

When you work in a Government Office you think that the world revolves around you.  When you work in central Government, Government Offices are only a very small part of that world and I think there is a real, there’s a real need to have much more interchange and secondment between these two worlds

Appendices

· Appendix A – Policy areas

· Appendix B – Survey response rates

APPENDIX A - Policy Areas

This section looks at the opinions of those stakeholders who have had contact with their GO in the policy area concerned and their views on effectiveness – for the GO average.  
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APPENDIX B - Response rates

Telephone response rates – GO average

	Response rate for telephone interviews – GO average 

	
	

	Sample issued
	4,613

	Successful interviews
	1,800

	
	

	Unadjusted response rate %
	39%

	
	

	Invalid sample
	

	    Bad numbers
	592

	    Ineligible/moved
	83

	    Sample not used/target reached
	1,736

	
	

	Adjusted response rate %
	82%

	
	

	Refused
	339

	Still active
	63

	Source:  MORI


Online response rates – GO average

	Response rate for telephone interviews – GO average

	
	

	Sample issued
	3,146

	Successful interviews
	1,030

	
	

	Unadjusted response rate %
	33%

	
	

	Source:  MORI
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