
A New Council For Swindon? 
 

Findings and Conclusions 
 
 
Results From Quantitative Research Methods 

 
Swindon People's Voice Survey 
 

• Swindon People’s Voice is a representative panel of 2,640 Swindon residents 
selected at random from the electoral register. The panel was set up in 
partnership with the Police and Health Authority, to provide a robust consultation 
resource.  Between all partners up to five surveys are carried out each year. The 
Council’s use of the panel to inform the modernisation agenda has been ongoing.  

• In July 2000 a survey was undertaken, as a first stage, to identify local people’s 
understanding of how the Council makes decisions, linking with this, satisfaction 
with the Council overall.  

• The panel survey yielded a response rate of over 70%, which for a postal survey 
was very satisfactory. In terms of how well informed people felt they were about 
Swindon Borough Council and the services it provides, just 9% stated that they 
were well informed about services used, and the Council in general. A further 
39% stated that they were well informed about services, but not the Council 
generally and 41% felt that they were not well informed about either. 8% said that 
they were not at all informed. Also in the same survey panellists were asked to 
indicate their preferred level of involvement with the Council and decision making 
processes. 44% of respondents agreed with the statement that ‘ they would like 
to know what the Council is doing but are happy to let them get on with it’.  
Almost one in three (32%) indicated that they would like to have more of a say in 
what the Council does and the services it provides. 

• In March 2001, the principle objective of a further panel survey was to gauge the 
level of support for each of the three new executive models, and to attempt to 
identify underlying reasons for the popularity or otherwise of each model. Details 
of how each of the models would work were set out within the questionnaire and 
in a supplementary leaflet.  (A copy of the questionnaire is in the “Peoples Voice 
Questionnaire”). 

• The survey also aimed to assess the public’s views on the concept of an 
“Executive Cabinet” where Cabinet members could represent specific areas or 
issues, and on geographic and area working.  

• The survey yielded a response rate of just over 50%, whilst a satisfactory return 
this was lower than previous People’s Voice surveys.  Reasons for this are likely 
to be various, but subsequent improved response rates to surveys with the Panel 
suggest lower levels of interest/engagement with the subject matter.  A significant 
73% (almost 3 in 4) felt that they knew either ‘not very much’ or ‘nothing at all’ 
about the proposals, despite detail contained within the questionnaire.  
Respondents aged under 35 also claimed to be less informed about the 
proposals than older members of the Panel.   
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• Whilst levels of awareness of the Council’s decision-making processes do not 
appear high, satisfaction levels with the Council among the general public are 
good.  A separate consultation exercise (DETR survey, November 2000) found 
that 61% of people are very/fairly satisfied, a further 26% neither satisfied nor 
dissatisfied. 13% expressed some level of dissatisfaction with the Council overall. 
This provides a positive context for modernising the way the Council works. 

• Response to the Options - In response to the question on the three options 44% 
voted for a Leader with a Cabinet, 29% a Mayor with a Cabinet and 27% a Mayor 
with a Council Manager.  In terms of age the Leader and Cabinet model was also 
the preferred choice of panellists aged 35+ in particular the older age groups 
(aged 65+) where over 50% of respondents indicated a preference for this option.  
25-34 year olds appeared to be evenly split on choice of model, whereas a 
greater proportion (42%) of the youngest members of the panel (18-24 year olds) 
indicated a preference for Option A, an elected Mayor with a Cabinet. 

 

Model (Options) Percentage 
Leader with a Cabinet 43.6% 

Mayor with a Cabinet 28.9% 

Mayor with a Council Manager 27.5% 

 

• Whilst representation of minority ethnic groups on the Panel reflects the 
population of Swindon as a whole, minority ethnic panellists responding to the 
survey were very low, just 38 in number.  It is not possible to draw specific 
conclusions from the figures but of the 38 a majority (17) chose model Option B, 
Leader with a Cabinet.  Of the remainder, 12 supported model Option A, Mayor 
with a Cabinet and 9 model Option C, Mayor with a Council Manager. 

• In the survey, panellists were also asked which leadership option would make it 
more likely for Swindon Borough Council to achieve specified aims of the 
modernisation process these being to: 

o A Take decisions more efficiently and effectively 
o B Balance power and the abuse of power with effectiveness and 

efficiency. 
o C Make it clear who makes decisions. 
o D Produce decisions more in touch with local views. 
o E Involve the public more with local decision making. 
 

• For all of the above Option B Leader with a Cabinet received the greatest support 
although this was less pronounced in relation to statement C ‘make it clear who 
makes decisions’ where 30% of panellists chose Option B and 28% Option A.  
Greater proportions of panellists were unsure which option would produce 
decisions more in touch with local views’ and ‘involve the public more in decision 
making’. 

 
• Over 80% of panellists supported the proposal of geographical working to give 

people a greater say in the issues that affect their areas.  Local Councillors were 
most frequently identified as the most appropriate to represent local views, 
although panellists themselves or other local people were also popular options.  
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43% of respondents indicated that they would like to have the opportunity to 
discuss and debate issues when they felt it to be important.  A further 42% felt 
they would like to be informed about issues discussed at a local area level, but 
would not necessarily wish to get involved.  

 
• The results from the last question in the survey gave clear indication of support 

for a localised focus to identify and address different needs in different areas. 
There was also clear support for the statements that the ‘views of people who 
may be affected should be sought before decisions are made’ and ‘that people 
have a right to hear issues debated publicly and be able to present their views’.  
The role of local councillors in the decision-making process of local areas and 
scrutiny of decisions was also identified as ‘very important’.  Interestingly whilst 
still “important” relatively less priority was given to ‘councillors having the power 
to make some local spending decisions’. 

 
Stakeholders Questionnaire 
 
• Stakeholder groups attending the presentations were: 
 

o Swindon Women’s Equality Coalition 
o Race Equality Coalition 
o Gay, Lesbian and Bi-Sexual Coalition 
o Penhill Community Morning (older persons) 
o Pinehurst Community Morning (older persons) 
o Ferndale Lunch Club (older persons) 
o Moredon CA Over 60’s 
o Pinehurst Day Centre (older people) 
o Pinehurst Community Council 
o 14 Parish Councils  
o Swindon Chamber of Commerce and Industry 

 
 

• Responses to the Stakeholders Questionnaire following video presentations were 
low, with little feedback or comment even on the current pilot model.  The 
process yielded twenty-five completed questionnaires.  Results are therefore 
reported as absolute figures rather than percentages  
(see Appendix 2.) 

 
• In relation to the levels of support for each of the three leadership models the 

findings were largely balanced in favour of the two cabinet options (11 
respondents each), just 3 respondents supported the model of Mayor with the 
Council Manager. 

 
• Respondent’s views were again sought on some of the principles involved in 

putting in place new arrangements (as in the Swindon Peoples’ Voice Survey).  
Feedback received demonstrated views to be largely balanced, although more 
respondents indicated that clarity in decision-making would be achieved through 
model option A (Mayor with a Cabinet).  Support for option B (Leader with a 
Cabinet) was greater in terms of ‘producing decisions more in touch with local 
views’ and ‘involving the public more in decision-making’. 
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• In contrast to Swindon Peoples’ Voice panellists many of the individuals 
representing Stakeholders/Partner Organisations felt that they had a fairly good 
understanding about the proposals for new decision-making arrangements.  18 
out of 25 indicated that they knew a ‘great deal’ or ‘a fair amount’, and from the 
limited number of responses it appeared that there was strong support for the 
‘Executive’ type Cabinet and geographical area working. 

• 18 out of 25 respondents, in support of local area panels, indicated that they 
would like to have the opportunity to discuss and debate issues ….’ when I feel it 
is important’.  Whilst questions about the roles of councillors in representing the 
interest of local areas elicited predominantly positive responses,  ‘power to make 
some local spending decisions’ was again given slightly less priority. 

 
Public Consultation Leaflet 
 
• Leaflets were distributed to all households within the Borough during the first two 

weeks of June, with additional leaflets available to the public through libraries and 
council reception areas.  A four week data collection period resulted in 7033 
responses.    Interestingly other household leaflet surveys conducted by the 
Council have yielded much lower response rates.  

 
• The profile of respondents to the survey shows that almost 2/3 of respondents 

were male, this may be because just a single leaflet was distributed to all 
households and returns may have represented a household consensus or 
individual views.  The proportion of ethnic minority residents was also very low at 
1.4%, which compares with approximately 4% in the population as a whole.  
Respondents to the survey also had a much older age profile, just under 10% of 
returns were from residents aged under 35, with over 75% of returns from those 
aged 45+. 

 
• In terms of the Leadership options a significant majority (52%) supported the 

Leader with the Cabinet model, with 27% and 21% indicating a preference for 
Mayor with Cabinet and Mayor with Council Manager options respectively. 

 
Staff Survey 
 
• Members of Staff were invited to respond to the consultation process by e-mail if 

they had not had the opportunity to contribute through any of the other 
consultation methods. There were 75 responses, which may reflect that staff had 
taken the opportunity to contribute to the consultation process at an earlier stage. 

 
• Of staff responding to the email questionnaire 55% supported Option B, 33% 

Option A and just 12% Option C. 
 
 
Results From Qualitative Research Methods 
 
 
Focus Groups, In-depth interviews 
 
• The quantitative methods employed for the consultation yielded low response 

rates from certain population groups, particularly minority ethnic groups and 
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younger people.  For this reason RBA Research Ltd. were appointed to carry out 
a small number of in-depth interviews with minority ethnic residents, (eight in 
total) and also to facilitate a focus group of young people who were not regular 
voters.  The latter group was compared against a focus group of residents aged 
60+ who regularly vote. 

 
• The principle objectives of the research were as follows: 
 

o To gauge the level of attractiveness of each of the three executive models i.e. 
the negative and positive aspects of each. 

o To determine the underlying reasons for the popularity or otherwise of each 
option in detail. 

o To understand for each option any potential concerns if implemented.   
 
• The research aimed also to explore the respondents: 
 

o Awareness and understanding of the current local government structure and 
how it works. 

o Perceived problems with the current system. 
o Respondents understanding of what was being communicated through 

published information. 
 

• Unfortunately not all of the objectives were covered in the course of the project, 
and results in terms of the proposed models were relatively inconclusive.  This 
factor was beyond the control of RBA Research Ltd. particularly with regard to 
the younger people who were not able or willing to engage with the subject 
matter.   

 
• This meant that a comparative discussion of the various options was abandoned 

in favour of discussion of politics in general and thoughts on the possibilities of an 
elected mayor for Swindon. It was felt ‘that the concept of Cabinet and Council 
Manager were way beyond their natural levels of interest, and their grasp’.  

 
• The concept of a directly elected Mayor was popular with both minority ethnic 

and older respondents, as it was believed this would raise the profile of the 
decision-making process, which would, hopefully encourage local interest and 
involvement.  Moreover a Mayor was seen to be accountable to the people and 
more likely to be in-touch with their views. Most respondents however had little 
experience or direct contact with Swindon Council and a limited awareness of 
how decisions are currently made. Different responses were elicited from the 
majority of older people and minority ethnic panellists from both Swindon 
Peoples’ Voice and the household leaflet, where both groups had greater 
representation. 

 
• There appeared to be less enthusiasm for a Leader of the Council as it was 

perceived as being too similar to the current structure, and as a result this option 
was not compared in detail in discussions that followed.  Whilst there was strong 
support for the concept of a directly elected Mayor there was some confusion 
with the traditional impartial role of the existing Mayor with a strong belief that ’the 
Mayor would be less than a political animal than the Leader of the Council’.     
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• RBA Research Ltd. concluded that “overall, respondents appeared more 
interested in getting results than understanding how decisions are made”. There 
appeared to be some issues that respondents felt that the Council failed to tackle 
effectively. In this context the research did provide clear messages on the broad 
direction that the Council should be taking in developing new decision-making 
structures these being the need for: 

 
o Clarity and simplification in decision-making processes, making it clearer to 

the public who is responsible for making decisions and therefore accountable 
for them. 

o The need for speed in decision-making processes but not at the expense of 
openness or access to information. 

o A more visible and proactive role and presence in the community and a more 
localised focus to identify and address the different needs and different parts 
of the Borough and different groups of people. 

o Consultation with all community groups and responsiveness to the findings. 
 

Stakeholders Conference 
 
• The most significant consultation element in the period prior to 2001 was the 

Stakeholders Conference “Local Leadership – Your Choice – Your Say” which 
took place on 13th September 2000.  This Conference was facilitated by the 
South West Provincial Employers.  

 
• The keynote presentations took as their general theme “An introduction to the 

new decision making structures in Local Government” and addressed the issues 
“Why Change?”, “The Proposed Changes”, “Providing Best Value Services” and 
other issues.  As well as presentations a number of workshops were facilitated 
addressing themes such as “How do you want to be involved in any new 
structure” and “How would the new decision making structures help you to 
become more involved?”.  There was also an open “question time” and a 
“conference feedback” session.   

 
• Contained within the Annex to the report is the note prepared by the South West 

Employers on the feedback received at the end of the Conference.  Conference 
response forms were also distributed and the results analysed.   

 
• Some interesting and significant feedback arose from the event. It was for 

example clear that in the future consultation the Council was to undertake there 
was a need for the public to be better informed about all the proposed “new 
structure models” and in more general terms there was a need for better 
communication between the Council, partners and the public. This was one of the 
reasons why the Council subsequently decided to circulate a consultation leaflet 
to all 78,000 households in the Borough. 

 
• An analysis of the responses received at the conclusion of the Conference  

indicated 71% of the respondents were in favour of new political structures based 
on “Leader and Cabinet”, 12½% were in favour of structures based on “Elected 
Mayor and Cabinet, 12½% were in favour of “Elected Mayor and Council 
Manager” and 4% expressed no preference.  (Details of the organisations 
represented at the Conference are attached in the Annex.  They represent many 

 6 



of the key partners and stakeholders working closely on a day-to-day basis with 
Swindon Council). 

 
 
Conclusions 
 
• In drawing together all aspects of the consultation project it is evident that whilst 

there is limited support for an elected Mayor the majority of consultation activity 
with the general public and across a range of interest groups including key 
partners and stakeholders points to the Leader and Cabinet model being the 
preferred option for Swindon.  

 
• Building on the guidance issued by the Department of Transport, Local 

Government and the Regions (formally DETR) the consultation strategy adopted 
strove to engage the community in a way that was fair and open, describing all 
options in a fair and balanced way. The process enabled all local people and 
stakeholders, including hard to reach groups to have an opportunity to respond 
and employed a variety of methods both quantitative and qualitative as well as 
utilising the local media. 

 
• In terms of the qualitative evaluation, the response from the Stakeholders 

Conference provides clear support for a new political structure based on the 
Leader and Cabinet model. Whilst the focus groups and in depth interviews with 
hard to reach groups were less successful in evaluating ‘the options’, key issues 
were raised particularly in relation to public accountability and responsiveness to 
the views of the of the public. These aspects are reflected within the proposed 
new constitution. 

 
• Both quantitative surveys (Swindon People’s Voice and the ‘Leaflet to all 

Swindon Households’) again reflect greater support in the community for a 
Leader with Cabinet model. It is believed that this provides sufficient evidence to 
demonstrate that a “referendum” for the Borough would not provide a different 
outcome. From the analysis of the consultation data it is difficult to see that the 
significant costs involved with such an exercise could be justified. 
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Summary of Results 
 
 

Result by 
Consultation 
Grouping 

Option A 
Mayor with a 

Cabinet 

Option B 
Leader with a 

Cabinet 

Option C 
Mayor with a 

Council 
Manager 

No clear 
Majority 

Citizens Panel     
Household leaflet     
Stakeholder and 
Partner 
Questionnaire 

    

Staff Survey     
Focus Groups/In 
depth Interviews 

    

Stakeholder 
Conference 
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