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Executive Summary 
 

Purpose 
The research, conducted by the Strategic Research Team in conjunction with BMG Research, aims 
to provide insight into the impact of the austerity cuts made by Birmingham City Council to date.  It 
focuses particularly on those most vulnerable or at risk given the nature of the cuts.  
 
The research also examines what services residents value most highly, and builds on this picture by 
exploring the potential impact of future cuts, in order to inform the Council’s short and longer term 
savings proposals.  Council decision makers are asked to reflect on these findings and consider what 
the messages mean given the service cuts they may be proposing, and whether proposals should be 
amended or reconsidered. 
 

Research Design 
The research used a combination of the Birmingham Tracker population survey and a series of 
targeted focus groups. The Tracker survey is completed by a wide sample of residents, which aims 
to be representative of the city’s population. The focus groups were held for the purpose of this 
research and included only residents from the vulnerable target groups identified, namely: families 
living in the most deprived areas of the city, and people with specialist support needs including 
older people and people with physical, learning disability and/or mental health needs.  
 

Key Findings 
 The majority of residents have a poor understanding of the Council’s financial challenge and 

associated cuts. 

 Evidence from both the Tracker and the focus groups suggests the majority of residents have 
not been severely impacted by Council cuts to date and their quality of life has not been 
dramatically reduced. 

 Many residents from the wider population and vulnerable target groups did indicate they have 
been negatively impacted by Council cuts, but in the main this seems to reflect changes in the 
Council’s policy and charges for recycling collection and general concerns about the quality of 
the local environment. 

 However, vulnerable residents attending the focus groups also reported a negative impact 
resulting from cuts to ‘softer’ support services they receive, for example: childcare places, 
children’s play activities, parent courses, and advice and guidance for financial and benefits 
issues.   

 Focus group residents also spoke consistently about the critical role of support services 
provided by the Council in their everyday lives; for example: in helping them and their families 
access fundamental services, maintaining residents’ independence, overcoming mental health 
issues and supporting adults with learning disabilities.   

 

How Birmingham Residents Perceive and Understand Council Savings 
Given the scale of the cuts the Council must make in proceeding years, the research sought to 
understand the extent to which this message has been picked up by Birmingham residents.    
 
The majority of Tracker respondents, 60%, did not feel well informed.  Despite this only 7% said 
they have actively sought out information on future cuts the Council will be making. If people are 
concerned about Council cuts, the research would perhaps expect to find higher levels of people 
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seeking out information.  The implied low level of concern however, does not seem to correlate 
with the high number of Tracker respondents reporting a negative impact from the cuts.   
 
It was not possible to ask the same of the focus groups given residents knew the purpose of the 
session was to discuss the impact of Council cuts. It was clear in general residents knew that the 
Council had to make cuts, but there was little recognition of the scale and an associated 
understanding that this meant it was likely services would change significantly or stop. Also, it was 
not always easy for residents to delineate between Council services and those provided by others 
such as NHS, Third Sector or DWP. 
 
Some focus group residents acknowledged the Council is ‘between a rock and a hard place’ and 
understood the impact central government cuts are having locally. Others were more sceptical and 
believe the reductions are a result of poor working practices in the Council.   
 
The low level of awareness found by the research suggests the Council needs to be clearer on the 
gravity of its position, ensuring that messages in the media and consultation documents can be 
easily accessed and understood.  Participation also needs to be carefully planned to avoid apathy. 
 

Impact of Council Cuts on Residents 
 
Overall Impact 
63% of Tracker respondents indicated they have been negatively impacted by the Council’s cuts, 
but for over half this impact was moderate with 36% rating impact as 4 or 5 out of 10 (with 1 being 
the most negative impact).   
 
The Tracker also asks if residents think the Council is acting on local concerns. Overall there has 
been a steady decline from 73% in 2011/12 to 64% in 2013/14. Further analysis by deprivation 
demonstrates there has been a greater decline in wealthier areas of the city. In addition one in 
three residents have rated the Council services as having declined to some degree, compared to 
almost one in two stating no change. It is clear things are generally not better with only one in 14 
rating an improvement. (See page 12). This leads to a desire to infer what is causing the reduction 
in the quality rating of services.  
 
A possible interpretation is that negative responses are primarily a reaction to refuse and recycling 
changes, and particularly feelings about the green waste collection charges and problems with fly 
tipping and street cleanliness.  This is strongly supported by the focus group findings. (See section 
3.10 of this report). 
 
An overriding finding of the focus groups was that the vast majority have not been severely 
impacted by Council cuts to date and their quality of life has not been dramatically reduced.  Whilst 
often residents had experienced some impact in terms of changes to services they can now access, 
it was generally the case that the core services residents rely on are still in place, be that sometimes 
in a reduced and less accessible form.   
 
This is a positive finding in that the cuts that have already been made are not, or not yet at least, 
having a significant impact upon some of the most vulnerable groups in the city.  
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Impact of Service Changes and Cuts on Residents 
 
Waste and Recycling Services 
Almost all focus group residents were to some degree animated by the impact of changes in fleet 
and waste services. Some issues related to simple lack of awareness about things such as wheelie 
bins, assisted collections and green waste. In addition residents commonly complained of a general 
decline in the cleanliness of the environment. (See section 3.10).  
 
Some residents also highlighted where the Council’s new chargeable green waste scheme has 
conflicted with existing community action.  A group of residents have stopped coming together to 
collect leaf fall for the Council due to the lack of a universal service to dispose of the collected 
waste. This is a clear conflict between implementing a new charging policy and recognising 
community participation. This is potentially a cause for concern as the Council looks to grow 
community participation. 
 
Neighbourhood Offices 
Many residents also talked about the impact the closure of Neighbourhood Offices has had on 
them, along with a reports of reduced staffing levels and reductions in services offered.  Residents 
said services are now less accessible, reported barriers in terms of travel and the cost of travel, 
reduced services has made getting appointments more difficult, and there longer waiting times to 
be seen and have issues dealt with.  They said communication of changes has been poor, so 
residents often turn up expecting to get help, only to find offices closed or services removed.  
 
The majority of residents using Neighbourhood Offices also reported a poor quality of service, in 
particular with incorrect processing or stopping of benefits.  It was unclear whether this was a 
result of Council cuts, and/or welfare reform changes by government and associated complexity. 
 
Children’s and Family Services 
Parents reported the closure of some Children’s Centres and the reduction of services at many 
remaining Centres.  Service reductions included fewer: stay and play sessions, trips for parents and 
children, parenting classes and wider courses for adults, some of which offered route to 
employment, others were based on providing support for example dealing with domestic violence.  
Parents also talked about stricter criteria to use Centres and reductions in the number of sessions 
they were allowed attend.   
 
Some parents had experienced reductions in childcare provision which took away valuable space to 
undertake courses, support other siblings and to overcome mental health and other health related 
issues.   
 
Parents talked very positively about the introduction of Free School Meals for all children and the 
expansion of free childcare places to cover more two year olds. 
 
Support for Adults 
Whilst the majority of core services for vulnerable adults still remain in place, some changes were 
experienced by focus group residents including: 

 Reductions in respite care. 

 Removal of financial support for carers provided by the Community Care Grant.  

 Delays waiting for home adaptations for adults with specialist needs.  
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Culture and Leisure 
Overall residents spoke less passionately about the importance of culture and leisure services in 
comparison to support services that were described as being critical to their everyday lives.  Some 
changes had been experienced including changes to Be Active hours which were viewed negatively, 
Leisure Centre closures or privatisation, and reduced library services and operating hours.   
 

What Council Services Residents Value Most 
 
Support and Preventative Services 
If there is a key word that came out of the focus group conversations that sums up what people 
most value it is ‘support’. The focus groups highlighted that residents place a very high value on 
support in all its forms, including:  

 Support Workers for specific groups such as: families, adults with learning disabilities and/or 
mental health needs, and those requiring housing support.   

 Specialist activities for children with additional support needs.  

 Drop-in sessions and day centres for adults with mental health needs, learning or physical 
disabilities.   

 Respite, practical and financial support for carers.   
 

Whilst the vulnerable residents who participated have some level of ability to live independently, 
invariably there is a reliance on support of some kind. Where that support has been taken away, or 
were it to be taken away, residents did not feel they had the capacity or resilience to fill that void 
and support themselves or each other.  The crucial issue here being that the support keeps 
residents independent and prevents issues from escalating, at which point they would need to 
access more intensive statutory support.   
 
The kind of support that people valued was broad and ranged from intensive direct support to 
more informal or light touch assistance. A common issue is that people are generally unaware of 
what help is available to them, where to get it and how to get it through the sometimes complex 
eligibility or application processes. 
 
Advice and Guidance 
Residents attending different focus groups stressed the importance of places to get advice and 
guidance on benefits, financial, housing and legal issues.   They rely on these services to overcome 
issues, which they would find difficult to resolve independently, particularly given the complex 
processes often involved.   
 
Places to go for support have already been impacted by the closure of Neighbourhood Offices, but 
residents are also dissatisfied with the quality and level of service they provide.  Often they turn to 
Third Sector organisations, many of which receive Council funding, to gain the advice and guidance 
they need.  They rate these services highly, and residents often said how they would be lost, in debt 
or at risk of homelessness without this support.   
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Children and Family Services 
Residents spoke at length about services they value for both them and their children, these 
included: stay and plays, parent courses, adult education courses, free childcare places, family 
support workers, services for children with additional needs and Children’s Social Care.  These 
services were described as ‘life savers’ and often parents said they did not know what they would 
do without them.   
 
Environmental Services 
Residents from the focus groups and those responding to the Tracker demonstrate strongly the 
value placed on Council services that keep their local environment clean and safe.  High levels of 
dissatisfaction were reported when this was not felt to be the case.  Services included recycling, 
general and bulky waste.  Issues of detritus and fly tipping were commonly reported.  Many also 
spoke negatively about the lack of action from the Council in addressing issues of vermin which was 
viewed as getting worse due to more rubbish being left on streets.  This goes beyond an issue of 
cleanliness, to one of public health and quality of life. 
 

What Residents Feel the Council’s Priorities should be 
 
Focus on Need 
67% of residents agree the Council’s budget should be focused on those most in need, even if this 
meant reducing or closing some universal services. However, this should be viewed in light of social 
desirability bias; residents may be providing what they believe is the socially acceptable or ethically 
correct answer.  
 
City Priorities 
As well as the above section on services most valued by residents, Tracker respondents also 
articulated priorities they feel the Council should focus on. There is some consensus around these 
priorities, which include: 
1. Helping people to find employment. 
2. High quality public services. 
3. Environmental improvement. 
4. Road improvements. 
5. More affordable housing. 
6. Supporting families. 
 
The quality of residents’ surrounding environment is clearly a priority for all.  However residents 
from most deprived areas rate activities for teenagers, level of crime and job prospects as higher 
priorities than the least deprived. Those who are least deprived rate older and disabled adults care 
and support, education provision, cost of housing, health services and public transport more highly 
than the most deprived. What is perhaps evident here is a basic hierarchy of need with more 
deprived communities reporting local priorities to be the fundamental needs of safety, housing, 
employment. The less deprived when reflecting local needs can move beyond the fundamentals 
onto additional needs. 
 
Maintaining Support 
For residents involved in the focus groups the overriding concern was that support would be 
reduced or stopped. They fear when future savings are made that this will impact on those who 
need support services the most, and will take away current ‘life lines’.  They want decision makers 
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to become more in touch with the concerns and needs of vulnerable residents, and to have this at 
the forefront of their minds when making future savings.   
 
Improving Customer Service 
Customer service in its many forms was also something that was important to people, the route by 
which they get fundamental needs met and issues resolved. All too often residents reported 
experiences of poor customer service with the Council and the negative impact poor 
communications and lack of action has on their quality of life. 
 
Residents were particularly frustrated with their experiences when reporting issues and 
complaining to the Council.  Issues included: frequently placed on hold for long periods, being cut 
off, rude staff, long call durations and being directed to the wrong department. Residents are quite 
clearly making a call for improvement.    
 
Community Participation 
Relating to future budget proposals, the research would strongly indicate that any business model 
based around increased resident participation needs to have appropriate planning, coordination 
and support to be meaningful and allow opportunities for co-production. Vulnerable and 
disadvantaged residents cannot be expected to ‘pick up the baton’ for themselves.  

 
Steve Rose 
Head of Strategic Research  
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1. Introduction 
 
This paper has been brought together to inform the future direction of Birmingham City Council and 
to support decisions taking place in the short and longer term to achieve spending targets set by 
central government. 
 
Evidence is presented from two sources providing insights into: 

 How Birmingham residents perceive and understand Council savings. 

 What they feel the Council’s priorities should be. 

 What Council services they value most. 

 The impact of Council cuts and service changes on residents.   
 
The sources of evidence used are: 
1. The Birmingham Tracker household survey, primarily a quantitative based resource.  (See 

Appendix A for a brief explanation).  
2. Qualitative research undertaken by the Strategic Research Team (SRT) on the impact of 

Birmingham City Council (BCC) budget cuts.  This involved a series of 16 focus group discussions 
with vulnerable groups in Birmingham, namely:  families living in the most deprived areas of the 
city, and people with specialist support needs including older people and people with physical, 
learning disability and/or mental health needs. (See Appendix B for the focus group 
methodology).    

 
 

2. Background 
 

2.1. Existing Research 
Before the research commenced the SRT looked for existing evidence regarding the impact of Local 
Authority (LA) budget cuts on local residents.  This revealed that whilst much analysis and research 
has taken place on the impact of welfare reform, very little has been undertaken to date on the 
impact of Council budget cuts.   

 
2.2. Financial Analysis 
One detailed research project into the impact of Council budget cuts was identified.  This has been 
conducted by Professor Annette Hastings and colleagues from University of Glasgow1. Hastings et al 
(2012) have developed a service categorisation, identifying six service user groups based on 
deprivation level, which benefit from and/or use specific services, see table 1 below.   Hastings et 
al, used this categorisation to analyse where some Local Authorities in the UK are focusing their 
budget cuts.   
 
To provide a focus for the qualitative research a basic financial analysis was conducted using this 
methodology.  Agreed Directorate service savings for 2014/5 to 2017/8 from the 2014 Council 
Business Plan, (p202-228) were allocated against the six service categorises to establish which 
groups are most likely to be impacted most by the Council’s cuts.   
 
                                                           
1
 Annette Hastings et al.  (2012). Serving deprived communities in a recession.  Joseph Rowntree Foundation. University 

of Glasgow   
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(The 2014 Council Plan was used to undertake the financial analysis, this was the most recent 
version available at that time).  
 
Table 1: Hastings et al (2012) Service User Groups 

 
Service Group 
Categories 

Service Headings  

Very pro-poor (3) Housing Benefit (admin) Homelessness 

Other Housing General Fund spend 

Children’s Social Care 

Citizens’ Advice 

Police 

Pro-poor (2) Crime & Community Safety  

Social Care for Older People and other Adult groups, including Home Care 

Primary and special education; other education 

Fire and Rescue 

Public Transport (bus); School Transport 

Neutral-plus (1) Concessionary Fares 

Libraries 

Secondary Education 

Youth 

Careers 

Neutral (0) Early Years/Pre school 

Community and Economic Development (in Planning) 

Environmental Health 

Trading Standards 

Street Cleansing; Waste Collection 

Neutral-minus (-1) Play 

Further Education 

Parks and Public Space 

Recreation and Sport 

Road Maintenance; Street Lighting;  Traffic Management 

Tourism 

Parks and Public Space 

Pro-rich (-2) Adult/community Education  

Museums and Galleries 

Other Arts and Culture 

Parking 

Rest of Planning 

 
Note to Reader: 
In the main the distribution of services across the categories produced by Hastings et al appears to 
make sense to SRT and other BCC colleagues who have been consulted.  One exception to this is the 
inclusion of early years and pre-school under Neutral (0); Children’s colleagues believe it should 
feature in the Pro-poor or Very pro-poor groups.   The original categorisation also did not include 



Strategic Research Team  November 2014 

10 

 

public health, presumably because had not been transferred to the LA at the time.  However this 
has subsequently been allocated to the Neutral category. 
 
In total savings of £98.5m, see table 2, were allocated across the six service categories and a further 
£46m was allocated to back of house or corporate services.  It is important to note the later 
functions are fundamental to the successful running of the Council and the delivery of services 
contained in each of the service categories, but for this analysis they were treated separately2. 
 
Table 2: Summary of 2014 Council Plan Savings (for 2014/15 – 2017/18) against Hastings et al Service Group 
Categories 

 

Service Group Savings Total  

Very Pro-poor £5m 

Pro-poor £54.4m 

Neutral Plus £4m 

Neutral £29.6m  (includes £11m early years) 

Neutral-minis  £4.7m 

Pro-Rich £0.68m 

Total £98.5m 

 
This analysis suggests that residents relying on Pro-poor and Neutral services will be most heavily 
affected by these service savings.  Within the Pro-poor service category the majority of savings 
relate to services for older adults and adults with specialist support needs, totalling £43m.  It should 
be noted that about two-thirds of council spending is on the “very pro-poor” and “pro-poor” service 
group categories and only 1% on the “pro-rich” service category. 
 
 
Saving Strategies 
 
To examine the savings and potential impact further, SRT also attempted to identify the key 
strategy by which the indicated savings will be achieved3. This is based on a high level analysis of 
the 2014 Council Business Plan and initial meetings with colleagues in the relevant service areas; as 
such it is open to interpretation.   
 
Retrenchment strategies reduce the role of LAs in service delivery by: transferring the responsibility 
to citizen and/or an external provider, targeting services/reducing services, decommissioning/ 
stopping services and/or increasing service charges. Efficiency refers to savings made via back office 
changes, redesigning services etc.  Investment strategies generate savings by investing in services, 
e.g. early prevention, inward investment, etc.  

                                                           
2
 In total £144.5m of new savings proposals categorised, however the 2014 Council Plan contained a total of £200m 

pressures; in the main the additional £55m relate to ‘operating’ cost centres including: the pensions deficit, pay 
inflation, pay re-grading etc.   
3
 This is also based on the methodology of Hastings et al (2013).  Coping with the cuts?  Local government and poorer 

communities.  Joseph Rowntree Foundation. University of Glasgow .   
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Hastings et al (2013) note that retrenchment strategies have the most impact on services delivered 
and hence service users, whilst efficiency and investment strategies impact less on users, and more 
on staff and processes.  
 
 
Savings in Older Adults and Adults’ Specialist Support Services 
SRT’s analysis suggests over £30m of savings for 2014/15 to 2017/18 would be made through 
retrenchment strategies in older adults’ services and services for adults with specialist support 
needs.  A further £7m will be made through a combination of retrenchment and efficiency savings.  
(The remaining are being made through either efficiency or investment savings).   
 
These savings all fall under the Pro- poor4 user group and include:  

 Stopping funding for housing support for older people in sheltered/extra care schemes (£5.6m 
retrenchment saving). 

 Moving from internal residential specialist care services to external providers (where internal 
provision does not meet required costs/outcomes) (£1.4m combined Retrenchment and 
Efficiency saving). 

 Increase shared lives where members of the public care for high dependency adults in their own 
homes (£4.74m Retrenchment saving). 

 Create a co-operative for specialist care services delivering against all types of needs and 
disability – e.g. older people; learning, physical and mental health needs (£2.5m retrenchment 
saving).   

 More reductions in younger adult care packages; moving from residential to home care and 
lower levels of direct payments (£15.5m retrenchment saving).  

 Using more out of hospital options for the very frail, including increasing range of services in care 
homes, increasing care in the home and multi-agency working on elderly needs (£5.3m 
combined Retrenchment and Efficiency saving). 

 Integrating children’s and adult’s social care – including the reassessment of all young adults that 
move to adult services (£3m retrenchment saving). 

 
This suggests Pro-poor service users from this cohort in Birmingham, the second most deprived 
service group, are likely to experience significant changes in the services they rely on. 
 
 

                                                           
4
 Note: There are no apparent savings in the Very pro-poor category which impact on this cohort. 
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Services for Vulnerable Families 
SRT were also interested to examine the impact of service savings on vulnerable families 
(vulnerability as defined by level of deprivation).  This is slightly more complex as the services 
accessed by the members of a family are more diverse. 
 
The following services, see table 3, have been identified as being of particular interest in relation to 
vulnerable families; these are spread across the service user groups and total savings of £27.5m:  
 
Table 3: Summary of 2014/15-17/18 Savings Likely to Impact on Vulnerable Families 

 
User group Service area BCC service savings  14/15 - 17/18 

Saving £m 
Savings Strategy 

Very pro-
poor 

Advice Neighbourhood office service reduction 
through site closures 

£2.158m  Retrenchment  

Substance
5
 

misuse 
Remove standalone service for substance 
misuse housing support 

£1.1m (in part) Retrenchment 
and Efficiency 

Pro-poor Primary & 
Special Ed 

Decommissioning outdoor learning £2m (in part) Retrenchment 
and Efficiency 

Primary & 
Special Ed 

Education Welfare Service – reduce the 
scope of attendance activities on statutory 
activities, stop funding Pupil Watch and 
reduce Youth offending funding 

£0.69m Retrenchment 
and Efficiency 

Neutral Early 
years/pre 
school 

£11m savings to be made via budget 
transfer between DSG and the remainder of 
the General Fund and services 
transformation 

£11m Retrenchment 
and budget 
transfer (DSG to 
General Fund) 

Public Health Reduction in teenage pregnancy services, 
decommission substance misuse and sexual 
health services, and funding stopped for 
two community projects in deprived areas – 
Castle Vale and Saltley/Alum Rock 

£8.06m (in part
6
) Retrenchment 

and Efficiency 

Neutral Plus Libraries Reduction in: mobile library (33%); home 
library (20%) 

£0.1m Retrenchment 
and Efficiency 

Libraries District libraries closure of four sites £1.06m 
 

Retrenchment 

Youth District youth services £0.32m (in part) 
 

Retrenchment 

Careers District connexions services some site 
closures 

£1m 
 

Retrenchment 

 
This analysis indicates £4.5m of cuts are being made in the above service areas via retrenchment 
strategies only.  However, these services see up to a further £12m of savings being delivered via a 
combination of retrenchment and efficiency strategies; and a further £11m via Retrenchment and 
budget transfer between DSG and the rest of the General Fund.  
 
Of particular importance are cuts against Education Welfare and Children’s Centres, both of which 
will be experiencing in the region of a 50% reduction on 2013/14 budgets.  Similarly savings made 

                                                           
5
 SRT have added substance misuse to the very pro-poor category based on the assumption that these services are used 

more by residents from lower socio-economic groups. 
6
 This figure also includes savings from stopping sexual dysfunction services and school nurse efficiencies.   
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prior to 2013/14 through to 2017/18, will see the Connexion service’s budget reduce by over 50%7.  
A new Youth Promise is under development to reshape the offer to young people in the city. 
   
In comparison to 2013/14, Neighbourhood Advice is also experiencing a substantial reduction of 
almost 50% of their budget by 2017/18.   
 
Conclusion 
This analysis provided the research team with target cohorts for the in-depth qualitative focus 
groups, namely: families living in the most deprived areas of the city, and people with specialist 
support needs including older people and people with physical, learning disability and/or mental 
health needs.   
 
Whilst the impact of these cuts would be in the future, the research team wanted to understand 
how these groups are already fairing with Council cuts to indicate the extent to which they will be 
able to cope with the above savings in the future, and those to be agreed for 2015 onwards.   

 
 
2.3. Wider Budget Context 
The Council’s service review process in 2014, leading to its budget proposals for 2015/16 onwards, 
has specifically aimed to prioritise those services contributing most to the city’s key outcomes of 
fairness, prosperity and democracy.  The Glasgow category analysis will be used to test the impact 
of initial proposed savings on the different groups. 
 
 

3. Tracker Data: Council Priorities and Perceptions of Cuts 
 
2.1. Targeting Resources 
The majority of residents 67% agree the Council should focus its spending on people who are most 
in need, even if this meant reducing or closing some universal services.  See figure 1. 
 
Figure 1: Tracker Data ‘Should the Council focus its spending on those most in need?’ 

 
Source: Birmingham Tracker, June to September 2014 n=1000 

                                                           
7
 All budget % reductions are calculated against controllable gross spend in 2013/14.   
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On the face of it this finding indicates support for the Council’s approach to funding reductions.  
However it may also reflect ‘social desirability’ bias, whereby residents are giving the answer they 
believe is socially acceptable and ethical, or the answer they believe the researchers expect or want 
to find. 
 
In reality residents may not be as conducive if and when they experience cuts in services they 
receive, this seems to be suggested by the results under section 2.3.5.   
 
 
2.2. How Responsive is the Council? 
At a city level for the last 12 months an average of 64% of residents believe the Council is acting on 
the local concerns of residents.   
 
Figure 2: Tracker Data Agreement Council acts on local concerns 

 
Source Birmingham Tracker: September 2014 n=9,000 per 

 

Figure 2 illustrates a breakdown of responses by deprivation decile.  Some interesting trends can be 
drawn8: 
 
1. Many of the largest drops on the previous year were seen in the most weathly deciles: 

 1st decile:  77% to 66%  = 11 points  5th decile: 66% to 58% = 8 points 

 3rd decile: 77% to 65% = 12 points  6th decile: 71% to 62% = 9 points  

 4th decile: 74% to 64% = 10 points  
 

2. The smallest drops (which are not statistically significant) on the previous year were seen in the 
following: 

 8th decile: 71% to 65% = 6 points  

 2nd 77% to 72% = 5 points 

 10th 62% to 57% = 5 points 
 

                                                           
8
 The division of data into smaller sample groups (10 deciles) increases the margin of error in the results, for the given 

population size the results may vary by +/- 6% when applied to Birmingham’s entire resident base.   
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It is interesting to note that the largest reductions are concentrated predominantly in the 
wealthiest deciles.  A possible explanation is that these residents have experienced the impact of 
universal services being reduced or removed.  An obvious implication for the Council is to consider 
whether any alternative or additional action is needed to keep these residents engaged and on 
board with the Council’s agenda, or to accept, at least to an extent, that this is an inevitable 
consequence of the tough decisions that need to be made.  
 
In contrast some of the smallest drops were demonstrated in two of the three most deprived 
deciles; and small increases were reported in two of the top four most deprived deciles. This more 
positive picture may reflect the principle underpinning the cuts has been to protect the most 
vulnerable groups in the city.   
 
What do People Want Action on? 

 
2.2.1. Challenges for Birmingham 
At a city wide level residents identify a number of challenges for Birmingham; the top six: 1) helping 
people to find employment,2)  high quality public services, 3) environmental improvement, 4) road 
improvements, 5) more affordable housing and 6) supporting families.  See figure 3. 
 
Figure 3: Tracker Data Top challenges for Birmingham  

 
Source: Birmingham Tracker, August 2014 
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2.2.2.  Local Improvement Areas 
At a local level residents identify ways they would like their local area to improve: 
 
Figure 4: Tracker Data Quality of life improvements for local areas 

 
Source: Birmingham Tracker, August 2014 

 

2.2.3.  Improvement Priorities by Deprivation 
What residents want the Council to prioritise varies according to deprivation.  Residents are also 
less likely to feel the council acts on local concerns when they identify particular concerns for 
improvement, these are summarised in the table 5.    
 
Table 5: Top seven local improvement areas identified by the least and most deprived groups for the last 12 months 
and the last quarter  
 

 Least Deprived 
12 months 

Least Deprived 
Last Qtr 

Most Deprived 
12 months 

Most Deprived 
Last Qtr 

City Wide       
12 months 

City Wide 
Last Qtr 

1 Police Presence Education 
Provision 

Police Presence Parking Parking Parking 

2 Clean Streets Cost of housing Clean Streets Clean Streets Clean Streets Clean Streets 

3 Road and 
Pavement 
repairs 

Road and 
Pavement 
repairs 

Road and 
Pavement 
repairs 

Road and 
Pavement 
repairs 

Road and 
Pavement 
repairs 

Road and 
Pavement 
repairs 

4 Older & disabled 
adults Care 
&support 

Older & disabled 
adults Care 
&support 

Job Prospects Job Prospects Job Prospects Job Prospects 

5 Refuse 
Collection 

Refuse 
Collection 

Refuse 
Collection 

Refuse 
Collection 

Refuse 
Collection 

Refuse 
Collection 

6 Traffic 
congestion 

Traffic 
congestion 

Level of crime Level of crime Police Presence Level of crime 

7 Public Transport Health Services Activities for 
teenagers 

Activities for 
teenagers 

Activities for 
teenagers 

Activities for 
teenagers 

 
Legend: 
 

Source: Birmingham Tracker, August 2014 

Blue box: changes in the top 7 priorities comparing past 12 months and last Qtr 
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The implication of this data is if the Council was to address these priorities then these residents 
may be more likely to say the Council is acting on local concerns.   
 
When you compare top priorities, these appear to be more stable for residents in more deprived 
areas than those living in the least deprived areas.   There is considerable overlap between the 
priorities, for example clean streets, refuse and roads, hence the quality of residents surrounding 
environment is clearly a priority for all.   
 
However residents from most deprived areas rate activities for teenagers, level of crime and job 
prospects as higher priorities than the least deprived. Those who are least deprived rate older and 
disabled adults care and support, education provision, cost of housing, health services and public 
transport more highly than the most deprived.   
 
Looking at these results, one interpretation is that the concerns of residents in the most deprived 
areas reflect some of the basic requirements underpinning a good quality of life: having a safe 
environment to live in and an income or prospects for upward mobility.  The concerns of those in 
the least deprived areas, on the other hand, may represent additional concerns prioritised by 
residents once their basic requirements are met. 
 
 
2.2.4. Impact of Service Changes 
 
Service Quality 
Just under half, 45% of residents do not feel the quality of BCC services has changed in the last two 
years during which substantial budget cuts have been made.  7% feel it has improved, whilst 33% 
feel it has worsened or significantly worsened.  Hence, 1 in 3 said quality had got worse compared 
to 1 in 14 who said it improved.  See figure 5.   
 
Figure 5: Tracker Data Residents reporting changes in the quality of BCC Services 

 
 

Source Birmingham Tracker: June to September 2014, n= 1000 
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When asked what services have declined in quality those most commonly highlighted were: refuse, 
green waste, street cleaning, and litter.  Again these services all relate to the quality of the local 
environment.  
 
The September 2014 (Quarter 2) Tracker results show a steady decline in satisfaction with “rubbish 
and litter in the local area” over the last two years.  In the latest quarter, 52% of  residents said this 
was a problem,up from 38% two years ago and 42% one year ago. 
 
 
2.2.5. Impact of Cuts on Residents 
 
Residents were asked directly the extent to which they feel their own household, family and friends 
have been impacted by Council cuts to date.   
 
Figure 6: Tracker Data impact of Council savings  

 
Source Birmingham Tracker: June to September 2014, n = 1,000 

 

41% of residents feel they have been negatively impacted by the cuts responding 1-4.   This 
increases to 63% for responses of 1-5.  However the largest concentration of responses are against 
ratings of 3 to 5, indicating most people commenting do not feel a severe impact.   
 
Only 17% gave a positive rating, 6 or above.  20% said don’t know.  It may be assumed these 
individuals have not been significantly impacted as if this were the case they would be sure of this. 
 
This data presents a worse picture than results on service quality, of which a smaller percentage, 
33% felt service quality had reduced.  It also contrasts with the general feedback coming from the 
focus groups, in which residents are indicating they have not been negatively impacted in a 
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substantial way by the cuts to date.  In addition, the Tracker simply asks residents to gauge level of 
impact, and does not give examples of what constitutes impact at different ratings on the scale.  
 
These results could be interpreted in various ways: 

 The results may reflect reality, people may actually feel or have been negatively impacted.   

 Media and wider reports of the severity of cuts may be causing some over reporting.   

 Residents may be giving the answers they believe the research expects to find. 

 Residents may think if they say the impact is already high, this may avoid future cuts. 
  
Another interpretation is that negative responses are primarily a reaction to refuse and recycling 
changes that have taken place over the past 12 months, and particularly feelings about the green 
waste collection charges and problems with fly tipping.  This is strongly supported by the focus 
group findings; see section 3.10 of this report.   
 
 
2.2.6. Understanding of Future Cuts  
 
Are Residents Informed about Cuts? 
A large group, 60% do not feel well informed about future cuts, whilst 30% feel fairly well informed 
and 2% feel very well informed.   
 
Figure 7: Tracker Data whether residents feel informed about future Council savings 

 
Source Birmingham Tracker: June to September 2014, n = 1,000 

 

Despite a large number of residents not feeling informed about the cuts and a fairly sizable group 
also identifying themselves as being impacted, very few residents say they have actively sought out 
information on the future cuts the Council will be making. (See figure 9).  It could be argued if 
people are worried about Council cuts the results should demonstrate higher levels of people 
actively seeking out information.   
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Are Residents seeking Information? 
 
Figure 8: Tracker Data seeking information on Council savings 

 
Source Birmingham Tracker: June to September 2014, n = 1,000 

 
 

2.2.7. Responding to Challenges and Improvement Areas 
 
If the Council is to respond to the challenges and improvement areas highlighted by the Tracker, 
Council prioritises will need to include9: 

 Economic development; employment initiatives and advice; 

 Housing provision, increasing number of properities and improving quality; 

 Improving environmental factors, particularly clean streets and parks; 

 Support for families; 

 Highways, pavement repairs and parking; 

 Improving refuse and street collection services; 

 Service provision and activities for teenagers; 

 Crime and community safety; 

 Older and disabled adults social care and support; 

 Education provision;  

 Health Services; 

 Public Transport; 

 Cost of Housing.  
 
 
 
 

                                                           
9
 Focusing on the top 6 top from challenges and improvement areas, figure 3 and 4. 
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3. Impact of Cuts Research  
 
The SRT undertook a series of focus groups with families living in the most deprived areas of 
Birmingham, and people with specialist support needs including older people and people with 
physical, learning disability and/or mental health needs.  
 
These discussions have captured how residents feel they have been impacted by BCC cuts to date, 
the services they value most highly, and what impact it might have if these services were removed 
or reduced.    
 
In contrast to some of the Tracker results, these findings emphasise the importance of ‘softer’ 
services vulnerable residents rely on to function successfully in their daily lives and to achieve a 
good quality of life for them and their families.   
 
 

3.1. Focus Group Methodology  
 
16 focus groups took place during August, September and October 2014.  In total 128 residents 
participated.  (See Appendix C for a summary of participant demographics).  Each was organised 
with support from an internal or external service provider; see table 6 below for a summary of 
focus groups.  Five were conducted by an external research company, BMG, based in Aston Science 
Park Birmingham.  The remaining 11 were conducted by the SRT.   
  
Table 6: Summary of Host Organisations Supporting the Focus Group Organisation 
 

Target Group Service Providers   Focus Group Location 

Older adults • Birmingham Settlement Aging Well Forum  
• Small Health Forum Elders Group  

• Aston 
• Small Heath 

Adults with 
specialist support 
needs 

• Disability Resource Centre  
• Mencap  
• Birmingham MIND (x2)   

• Kitts Green 
• Weoley Castle 
• Erdington 

Families • Midland Heart Housing Association  - residents from 
Lozells and Handsworth 

• West Midlands Family – residents from Edgbaston, 
Handsworth and Soho 
 

• Shelter  
• Action for Children (x2)  
• Birmingham Settlement stay and play group  
• Four Children’s Centres: 
o Kitts Green branch 
o Anthony Road branch 
o Balsall Heath branch 
o Lakeside branch 

• Lozells  
 

• Nechells 
 
 

• Ladywood 
• Winson Green 
• Aston 

 
• Kitts Green 
• Washwood Heath 
• Balsall Heath 
• Kingstanding  

 
A more detailed methods summary and overview of participants involved in this research is 
contained in Appendix B.   
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3.2. Overall Findings and Observations  
Overall the research found the large majority of residents attending the focus groups did not report 
they are struggling or suffering significantly due to perceived changes taking place as a result of 
Council budgets.  This presents a positive picture, suggesting many services residents regard to be 
critical to their quality of life have been protected so far in previous budget cut rounds.   
 
It is important however to consider how successful the research methods were at articulating 
impact experienced. For example, the research team noted issues with the extent to which 
residents had the capacity recall the services they use and to articulate the importance of these, 
and the impact of any changes.  This was most notably the case in focus groups involving adults 
with learning disabilities, despite support workers being present.  In light of this the research team 
also asked staff from the service providers who helped organise the sessions for views.  In the 
future it would be valuable to consider alternative methods of engagement, for example asking 
support workers to be more active in the sessions in terms of prompting users and supporting them 
with recall given their understanding of the individual.   
 
In general it is also very challenging to ask any resident to think about the breadth of services they 
receive from the Council; even employees of a Local Authority are often unaware of many of the 
services it provides.  Hence, residents may not have spoken about relevant services because they 
did not perceive or know they are Council services.   
 
This being said, a number of changes have been experienced and the impact of these was vocalised 
by residents.  Residents also talked passionately about specific services they rely on in their daily 
lives and were fearful these would be removed or reduced as a result of budget cuts in the future.  
These are summarised in the remainder of this paper. 
 
 

3.3. Early Years and Family Services 
 
3.3.1. Family Support Workers: 
 
Importance:  

 In one focus group all six parents10 currently are or had used family support workers and valued 
this service highly; three parents from other focus groups also had family support workers.  
Some needed help with children’s specialist needs (e.g. ADHD), others with securing and 
accessing appropriate school places and another accessed support to take care of her family 
during a period of heightened stress.   Only one parent reported a negative experience with a 
support worker who felt they were judgemental and did not have enough ‘real life experience’, 
as opposed to ‘text book’ learning.   

 Support workers help by: making enquiries and phone calls; form filling; understanding 
processes and advocating on parents’ behalf.   Processes moved faster having a support worker 
and parents said they would not be successful navigating processes alone.   

 Support workers are seen as a lifeline, for some they are the only person that helps and listens.  
Without them parents said children would not have access to services and support; this would 

                                                           
10

 There were seven participants; however the seventh was a grandparent.   
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also impact negatively parent’s well-being, for example escalating existing mental health issues, 
leading to additional parent health needs.    

 Service changes: Reductions in assistance from support workers had not been experienced, but 
parents feared this may occur due to budget cuts.   Some parents said if support workers are 
removed and parents do not get the help they need, it will impact on the whole family. 

 
 
3.3.2. Early Years Places: 

 Importance: Parents valued funded early years places, and most felt the quality of child care 
provision they have received is good.   Childcare places allow parents to recharge their batteries 
and provide important respite, as well as supporting their children’s development and 
preparation for school.   As is commented later on, both childcare places and stay and plays 
therefore benefit both children and parents.   

 
Service Changes and Impact:  

 A few parents said free provision for younger children (one year olds) has been reduced or 
removed as criteria have become stricter.  As a result they have been refused funded places for 
their youngest children:  
o Removing provision impacted on siblings, in one case a young carer supporting her mother 

ended up spending more time caring for siblings too, having a negative impact on her 
education.   

o Parents said removing this support also meant they did not have time to achieve other 
wider goals and meet their own needs. E.g. one wanted to use the time to learn to drive; 
another to do voluntary work and gain confidence to reengage in employment; another 
needed help to recuperate from a medical condition, and resorted to placing her baby with 
family for three months. 

 A few said their funded places had reduced to 15 hours.  

 Other parents commented they would not have been able to cope without their childcare 
places; one said they may have needed support from Social Services instead, another that they 
would have felt imprisoned.   

 Parents accessing places said they were using this time for: respite, catch up on housework, 
undertake courses, sometimes to support future employment (e.g. teaching assistant course, 
healthcare studies, etc.), looking for jobs and to learn new things, e.g. cooking.   

 Positively parents said there are now more funded places for two year olds, whereas previously 
this started at three years.  However, parents said a lack of sufficient affordable or free child 
care and after school provision is reducing parents’ ability to be in full time employment.  

 At one focus group parents discussed whether child care funding should be means tested and 
whether parents should contribute what they can afford.  Some agreed with this, others felt 
places should be funded.   

 One parent was unaware of free childcare places, although their child is currently too young to 
access this.  They were unaware of how they would find out more, and how they would access a 
place for their child.   

 
Alternatives: 

 Alternative chargeable child care places were discussed in one focus group, a daily rate of £32 
was cited.  Residents said this was too expensive for parents on lower wages, particularly when 
families have several children. 
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 The use of friends and family was also muted in one focus group, but parents said they felt 
more confident using Children’s Centre’s.  They said their minds were more at ease knowing 
their children were in a safe child friendly environment.   

 
 
3.3.3. Children’s Centres 
 
Importance:  

 Most parents with young children had used or currently use Children’s Centres.  As many of the 
focus groups took place in centres this was to be expected.  Centres used included: Anthony 
Road in Washwood Heath, Featherstone in Erdington, Osborne’s, Castle Vale Children’s Centre, 
Action for Children in Winson Green, Lakeside in Kingstanding, Summerfield in Winson Green, 
Balsall Heath Children’s Centre, and the Soho Children’s Centre. 

 Children’s Centres are viewed as valuable resources offering direct services such as stay and 
plays and parenting classes.  They provide access to other professionals such as mid-wives and 
health visitors.  Centres are also important sources of information about other services that can 
support families, and can act as a referral mechanism.   
 

i. Play and Social Activities: 

 Importance:  Many parents using Children’s Centres utilised play sessions.  These are valuable 
for children in terms of social interaction and development, building confidence, and getting 
involved in a wider range of activities.  Parents also benefit by meeting people in their area 
who have similar situations and are dealing with the same issues: finding employment, dealing 
with bills and debts etc.  and who know about other available activities and services in the local 
area.  

 Service changes:  Parents reported a number of changes in services available at Children’s 
Centres due to cuts: 
o Reduced stay and play services and coffee mornings; at some centres this was now down to 

two per week, or two per month for example at the Soho branch. 
o Being turned away from stay and play sessions due to capacity issues.  
o Half term activities provided in at least one Centre are now only available for children with 

special needs.   
o 1-2-1 support for a child with special needs has stopped.   
o Stricter eligibility criteria about who can attend based on where you live.   
o Play/Children’s Centre closures including Handsworth Park and Aston. 
o Reductions in the number of staff, whilst staff seem to have been given wider 

responsibilities such as managing children’s behavioural issues and helping to find nursery 
places.  

o Fewer organised trips and visits to the beach or theme parks, and parents now have to pay 
for trips which were free previously.  Trips are important to get people out the local area:   
“most of the parents haven’t even been to Cannon Hill…”.   

 

 Impact: 
o Some parents were dealing with the changes by casting their net further to wider Children’s 

Centres.  Others had tried to find alternative providers but were not successful. Whilst some 
did find venues in the city centre, these were difficult to access via public transport, and the 
transport was an added expense.   
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o Without any services parents said their children would have reduced levels of social and 
educational interaction which helps to prepare them for the transition to school.  Some said 
this is now the case and that they have been staying at home more frequently because of 
reduced services.    

o Parents also said without the centres they would miss out on an important source of 
information and advice about other support activities and groups available to them, and 
peer support.   

o Some parents have been warned by centre workers that other services may shut down in 
the future due to funding issue; one had already been involved in petitioning against the 
closure of their local centre.  Others parents are completely unaware of possible future 
changes.   

o Parents said they would find it difficult and would be lonely without the interaction offered 
by Children’s Centres.  One mother talked about how important the service was to her when 
she was suffering from post-natal depression, giving her somewhere to go and speak to 
other parents.   Another said they would get depressed without it as she has nowhere else 
to go. 

o Residents said Children’s Centres are particularly important for stay at home parents, as a 
way of getting out and participating in activities and outings; without them they may not 
leave the house.  This suggests there could be a risk of increased in mental health issues 
amongst parents if such opportunities are reduced or removed.   

 
Alternative Play Facilities: 

 Some parents at one focus group said they would pay for alternative services if Children’s 
Centres were closed down and cited soft play areas.  However, reflecting on this the 
researchers feel it is important to note such sessions are commonly unstructured for both the 
parents and the children: 
o Stay and play staff are focused on supporting children with educational activities and 

structuring play, and giving support to parents and encouraging peer support.   
o Soft play staff are there to ensure the health and safety of children and provide 

refreshments.   
o The quality and breath of social interaction, education and support both the children and 

parents will get from organised stay and play sessions and private sector play areas could be 
argued to be quite different.  

 Another focus group discussed alternative play facilities like theme parks and leisure centres 
but said the former were too expensive and costs for the latter were also increasing.  Church 
play sessions are another option but parents did not feel these were of the same standard 
provided by the Children’s Centres.   

 The researchers note there are alternative private sector educational play sessions which are 
more structured that parents can pay for.  However given the parents’ comments these are 
unlikely to be financially accessible for the families in the research.      

 
Call for More Services: 

 Several parents said they need more activities for children during school holidays, particularly 
for children with specialist support needs.  Parents said holiday clubs are very important as 
children can get frustrated and bored during the long summer break, and it gives parents a 
break. 
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 Service changes: Parents said the availability of holiday club places has reduced; one parent 
said their children now only get two days holiday club in the six week holidays.  They said other 
clubs are not available or affordable.  

 Impact:  One parent whose children have specialist support needs said they have been left 
feeling depressed, stressed and dreading the next school holiday because they cannot get the 
respite they need.  Wider parents also often reported being worried and stressed about 
organising childcare over the holidays, and particularly how they would pay for this.  

 
ii. Parenting Classes: 

 Importance: Parents value opportunities to develop and learn about effective parenting skills, 
gaining confidence in techniques to manage their children’s behaviour, for example through 
Triple P.   

 However a few parents of children with very challenging behaviour/ADHD had been sent on 
generic courses and felt this was inappropriate for their family’s needs and that the Council 
should do more to ensure they are relevant.  

 Two others had received a ‘Signa’ course tailored to parents of children with autism.  These 
parents said the course had been very valuable helping them understand their child’s needs, and 
enabling them to better explain this to friends and family and school, who are also involved in 
their children’s care. The course staff would sometimes attend meetings with them at their 
child’s school, which supported them in discussing their child’s needs and getting these met.   

 One parent had used a specialist Children’s Centre to access support for children with learning 
disabilities.  This had been both beneficial for the child’s development and also supported the 
parent to deal with problematic behaviour.   

 Service changes:  Some parents have seen a reduction in the availability of parenting classes 
because the accompanying crèche could not be funded.  

 Impact:  Parents accessed courses via Children’s Centre’s or Children’s Social Services. Some 
newer parents were unaware such courses existed and were on offer. The researchers feel if 
these types of services were removed from Children’s Centres, parents would not necessarily be 
aware this type of service is out there, or have the knowledge and funds to access them 
independently.   
 

iii. Adult Education: 

 Importance:  
o Courses parents valued included: childcare, numeracy/maths, healthy eating food hygiene, 

literacy, English/ESOL, IT and computer, first aid, and business courses.  
o Children’s Centres are regarded as good venues for adult courses, as they provide the 

childcare needed for parents to take part, and are familiar and easily accessible.   
o There was a demand in Kitts Green for more ESOL courses; these are important for when 

people move to the area and do not have English as a first language.  A waiting list of 100 
people was reported for the 14 classes provided annually.   

o In one case a mother from overseas who had no network in the UK, used her local Children’s 
Centre who supported her by accessing childcare and booking her onto the ‘Freedom 
Project’ course.  She also gained support from a counsellor.  As a result of this support she 
started her own business.   

o Parents feel that these courses are very important as they might kick start people into doing 
further qualifications. 
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o Parents did not value all courses provided by Adult Education, they value courses which will 
provide meaningful qualifications, and were less supportive of informal courses like sugar 
crafting and flower arranging.   

 Service changes: Some parents said courses for parents had previously been available at 
Children’s Centres but these had now stopped11. 

 Impact:  One parent said the course was now being delivered at the Bloomsbury Children’s 
Centre, but this was too far to travel with a small child.  Another parent highlighted without the 
first aid course she had received she would be less prepared to deal with emergency situations 
in the home.   
 

iv. Other Children’s Centre services: 
 

Advice and Guidance 

 In one focus group at Action for Children, parents were also receiving advice and guidance from 
this Children’s Centre to complete paperwork including: disability, carer allowance and family 
fund forms.  Some of the residents were only using the Centre for this purpose and not 
children’s services.  In the past Soho Children’s Centre had also offered housing advice and 
support and legal aid, this had been used by some members of the group.   This has now been 
cut.  

 Service changes and impact: This service has recently stopped because of funding cuts.  
Residents are now completing forms themselves, but do not know if they are doing this 
correctly. They do not know where to go for alternative support and fear if they are not doing 
this properly it may affect their benefits and their family’s well-being.   
 

Counselling 

 Importance: In the past parents at the Kitts Green centre had accessed a counselling service 
called Relate, which was described as good and always full.   

 Service changes and impact: The Counselling service has now stopped due to funding issues, 
and parents feel them and others who used it have no one to listen to them and support them.   

 
The Freedom Project 

 Parents at two Children’s Centres had previously accessed a domestic violence support service 
called ‘The Freedom Project’.  This was rated highly by all, and is viewed as particularly 
important as levels of domestic violence are reported to be on the increase.  Parents feel there 
should be a group where they can go to talk about abuse they have experienced.   

 Changes: The project was previously delivered twice a year per centre, but is now being rotated 
across wider centres.  This is due to funding cuts and centres no longer being able to afford to 
buy the service in. 

 Impact: One parent now feels they are not getting enough support, and does not know where 
else to access help.  As a result the have paid for a telephone based counsellor service costing 
£30 per hour, sourced independently via the internet. 

 
 
 
 

                                                           
11

 In addition to the previously reported Parenting Classes.   
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3.3.4. Activities for Older Children and Young People: 
 
Call for Improvement: 

 Residents in five (of the 16 focus groups) reported a lack of youth clubs and activities, resulting 
in more young people on the streets and increased police presence making residents feel less 
safe.  Young people need a place to go and gain role models outside the home.   

 Parents in one focus group said there is a lack of activities for older children, when they go 
beyond the age of the Children’s Centres. 

 In terms of deprivation trends, the Tracker12 results show that five of the least deprived wards 
are in the top ten wards wanting improvements for activities for teenagers.  These are: Sutton 
Trinity (where 34% of residents asked for improvements), Sutton Four Oaks (34%), Sutton Vesey 
(31%), Bournville (28%), Sutton New Hall (25%) and Perry Barr (25%).  In contrast only one of 
the top ten most deprived wards is in the top ten wards asking for improvements in teenage 
activities, this is Kingstanding (26%).  In comparison with levels of improvement requested 
against other services, the percentage of residents wanting improvement in teenage activities is 
noticeably higher. For example for the top ten wards asking for improvement in teenage 
activities percentages ranged from 25-35%.  For parks improvements this was only 11-18%, for 
libraries 5-18% and for sports and leisure 10-16%.   

 Parents in the Kitts Green group specifically said they feel there is an insufficient number of staff 
in youth clubs, leading to unstructured sessions and young people being ‘left to their own 
devices’ and drinking etc. They also reported activities being cancelled last minute at the local 
centre ‘The Pump’ due to funding cuts.   

 It is interesting to note that no residents mentioned the Park Lives initiative that has been 
running this summer.  It may be because they did not know this was a Council initiative or 
because they are aware of it and did not use the facilities.   

 
 
3.3.5. Support Services for Children with Specialist Needs 
 
i. Diversionary and Support Activities - Norton Hall:  
 
Importance:   

 Parents stressed the importance of specialist diversionary activities and support for children 
and young people with challenging behaviour and emotional needs. The service cited - Norton 
Hall Children and Family Centre - is funded by BCC to provide 12 weeks of activity over the 
summer.  

 Parents valued this service highly, stating it gave them time to spend with their other children 
(as their other child consumes much of their time and energy).  Their trust and ease with the 
service was emphasised.  Staff are skilled and understand the particular needs of their children.  
In contrast parents are fearful and reluctant to use generic services where they feel their child’s 
needs would not be met and would be seen as disruptive.  This specialist service allows their 
children to have a great release for their energy and provides additional support e.g. anger 
management.   
 
 

                                                           
12

 Tracker results for 12 month period, October 2014 to September 2014.   
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Service Changes and Impact:  

 Parents said if these services were removed it would: increase stress in the home for parents 
and the other siblings; siblings and the child in need would miss out on dedicated time and 
support; and parents would struggle to find an alternative service they believe can meet their 
children’s needs.  

 Parents were concerned for the future of this support as the provider has said they could not 
guarantee services would run due to reduced funds.    

 
ii. Children’s Social Care Services 
 
Support: 

 One parent had been supported by Children’s Social Services by being signposted to a domestic 
abuse support service and had been helped to gain information about people who pose a risk to 
children via ‘Sarah’s Law’.  This parent said the support she received and the information 
provided was invaluable.  

 Another parent said they had a good experience of the Safeguarding Service.   
 
Problems Accessing Services:  

 A parent whose children have autism found it difficult to get them assessed for disabled 
services.  The parent reported a long wait to meet with the Social Workers and a high turnover 
of Social Workers on her case.  This parent felt depressed and isolated from the lack of help, 
and said her children were not getting the services they need.   

 The same parent said they had been trying to access a carer for their two children for over two 
years, but had not been successful due to a lack of carers and not meeting the eligibility criteria.  

 

Case Study – Support for Disabled Children 

One couple have experienced significant changes in the overall level of support they receive from 
the Council to care for their severely disabled child.   

The family previously received support via a charity contracted by the Council, this provided: 
training, 70 hours of care per month and a carer’s budget to support with times of high 
stress/family emergencies.  The contract has now been moved to another provider, and the family 
has been allocated one carer.  The family are waiting for a response from a social care assessment 

following a request for more care support. Their child requires two carers; hence one parent must 
always be present.   

Their child also requires home adaptions which have been made by the Council, but the Council no 
longer pays for the maintenance of any new adaptations and will require the family to meet the costs of 

maintenance.  New adaptations are anticipated as their child grows up.  The family cannot afford this and 
are in a catch 22, as the carers will not use equipment that has not been serviced.  They also fear 
what will happen if the equipment breaks down.   

The changes have had a dramatic impact on the family.  The parents have less time to spend 
together, with their other child, or to maintain friendship networks.  The father has also reduced his 
working hours to 16 to help his child, but this has reduced their income.  They feel their quality of 
life has been greatly reduced and have more stress and worries about how to care for both their 
children’s needs.   
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iii. Respite for Children 

 Importance: Three parents who were carers for their disabled children used the Council’s 
respite service for their children to have breaks away from the home.  This is valued highly as a 
chance to have a break.   

 Service changes and impact: The parent carers reported a number of changes in available 
support which they said was impacting significantly on them:  
o Two of the carers have experienced reductions in the number of respite nights they could 

access for their children.   
o Older children of different ages are now being placed together for respite which was viewed 

negatively; it was felt children should be with similar ages.  In one case an 18 year old had 
been placed with an elderly group. 

o One carer reported a reduction in services available for adolescents post 18 years in 
comparison with younger children.  This has resulted in a lack of places to go for support and 
activities to do with their child which is upsetting.   

o Getting hold of service providers has become more difficult since cuts have been made in 
the service.  

o Two carers have started accessing alternative support, e.g. Multicare a BCC registered 
organisation providing respite via social services.  These carers had subsequently gained 
increase respite hours through this route.   

 
iv. Transition from Child’s to Adult’s Social Care 

 Several parents were concerned about changes in the level of care their children with specialist 
support needs would receive when they moved from Children’s to Adult’s Social Care services.  
For some this was a way in the future; another parent was already in this process. 

 BCC Transport: Two parents currently access free transport for their children, but were 
concerned about how they would cope once this ends when their children are 16.   

 DWP Benefits: Although this is not controlled by BCC, parents reported concerns with changes 
being made to central government benefits.    

 The move from Disability Support Allowance (DLA) to Personal Independence Payments 
(PIPs) means all young people will have their support needs reassessed when reaching 16.   

 Parents are concerned about this process which assesses the needs of young people on one 
day alone, which may prove to be a good or bad day, and will determine their levels of 
support.  

 They are also concerned that young people are being given the option to control their own 
benefits at 16, at which age parents do not think they have the awareness or ability to spend 
this effectively.  Parents are concerned young people of this age cannot budget, will spend it 
on expensive goods e.g. designer trainers, and parents are then left to pay for all the 
fundamentals e.g. heating, food etc.  One young person had come to this conclusion 
themselves and asked their mother to take control of their benefits.   

 
v. Non BCC Funded Services: 
 
Residential Trips: 

 Importance:  Parents also talked about the importance of residential trips organised for 
children with specialist support needs and their parents.  Parents said they provide a secure 
place for their children to feel happy and safe, and opportunities for parents and children to 
interact and swap advice with others in similar situations.   
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 Service changes: Parents said the number of trips offered has reduced dramatically so it is very 
difficult to get a place.  Unfortunately they did not articulate the trip providers so it is unclear 
whether this is due to Council cuts.   

 
Autism West Midlands: 

 Service changes:  One parent uses Autism West Midlands for their child with autism.  In the 
past the child has received three sessions in the six week summer break.  Their child really 
enjoyed attending, and it provided respite for the parents and time to focus on the other 
siblings.  The sessions have now stopped due to funding, and the parent said there is not a 
similar service so the family are missing out. 

 
 
3.3.6.  Awareness of Family Services - Call for Improvement: 

 Across almost all children and family services parents called for wide scale improvements in 
terms of promoting and making families aware of services that are available to them.  Parents 
said they were not aware of services before they had been assisted by a support worker, or 
when they reach a point where their situation was more critical.  They called for better 
awareness raising by service providers so they are aware before issues escalate. 

 This would arguably require more joined up working and co-operation with wider services 
providers.  For example, health provisions and GPs are key professionals accessed by families 
who could distribute information and refer residents to wider services.  Getting their buy-in to 
signpost families may be one route to improve awareness and service take-up at earlier stages.  

 
 

3.4.  Education 
 
i. School Places - Call for Improvement: 

 Several parents want improvements in the provision and access to appropriate school and 
college places.   Parents had experienced problems with the application process and accessing 
support to navigate this system; where support workers were in place parents said they 
played a huge part in resolving issues and gaining places.  Some also commented that the 
online forms for school applications are not suitable for their families, as they do not have 
access to the internet at home (due to limited finances).  Parents want more support with 
online applications and registering children early enough to access suitable places.   

 Three parents said they have used the schools appeals process to get their children into better 
schools.   They said it is unfair their children could not access a good education because of 
where they live.  Parents said the appeals process was slow and in one case took five years.  
They said there should be more support and advice through the process.    

 Problems were reported with Primary and post-16 places.   

 Parents had problems with children being allocated primary places too far away from their 
homes, e.g. two bus routes, and wanted more high quality school places locally.    

 One parent had chosen to home school her children, as she was not happy with the quality 
of primary schools in which she had been offered places.  

 One parent spoke about her struggle to get a suitable college placement for her child.  She 
found an absence of support from the Local Education Authority in how to apply for a 
college place and how to get financial assistance to enable their child to continue in their 
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education, as set out in law.  This parent wanted more guidance both for themselves and 
their child to make this transition into further education.    

 Another parent had problems with secondary school admissions.  A place was offered, but 
her child developed a physical disability and an adequate travel and support plan was not 
put in place, and a closer school was not offered as an alternative.  They did not feel 
supported throughout the process and had tried many channels (i.e. school, council and 
local MP).  As a result their child missed three weeks of school and the parent was 
contacted regarding the absence. The parent felt the school was aggressive and ended up 
resorting to paying for taxis.  They said the school did not take them seriously until the 
hospital got involved.   

 Another parent had a good experience and thought that the school was ‘on top of 
everything’.  

 
ii. Free School Meals – Good Practice: 

 Service changes: Many parents were very positive about free school meals (FSM) they are 
receiving for their children and said this is having a very positive impact.  They said FSM are 
now available to all children aged 4-7 years old.  FSMs have also become healthier, supporting 
their children’s well-being.  

 Whilst some were already receiving FSM, others were previously paying £5 or £10 per week 
per child, and can now save this money or use this for other things.   

 Impact: Parents said it would be detrimental if the service was removed, introducing a new 
cost for the family which they are unlikely to be able to afford.  One said they would need to 
cut back in other areas if this was the case, while others said they would not know where to go 
to seek financial support.   
 
 

3.5.   Adult Preventative and Support Services 
 

3.5.1.  Preventing Escalation 

 Importance:  Individuals with specialist support needs (learning disability, mental health and 
physical) place a high value on services that enable them to be independent, and stop their 
circumstances from escalating to the point where they need to access statutory or emergency 
services.  

 
3.5.2. Support Workers for People with Learning disabilities 

 Importance:  For adults with learning disabilities, the key to independence was their support 
worker.  In this focus group the workers were employed by Mencap, and funded by BCC.  

 
Service Changes and Impact:  

 Examples were given illustrating the potential impact of reducing or removing this service: 
o A lack of support with benefits issues and financial management would increase the 

likelihood individuals with learning disabilities would get into debt and ultimately end up 
homeless and require additional services from the Council.   

o A lack of support accessing leisure and social activities, such as libraries, museums, days out 
etc. would decrease the likelihood of individuals getting out of their homes and gaining 
confidence to be independent.  This could increase likelihood of isolation, mental health 
issues and the need for more intense support.   
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o Health and safety would also suffer without support and advice.  For example some people 
with learning disabilities do not: have the skills or knowledge to plan and make healthy 
meals; need advice on how to make sure they are safe outside and inside the home; need 
someone to take them to medical appointments, etc.   

 Mencap staff added that users are worried about how they would access services without 
assistance from a support worker.  They said support workers are trained to provide 
trustworthy and regular support, and they believe they prevent many users from reaching ‘crisis 
point’.   

 These users are extremely concerned about potential cuts and reductions in these services.   
None felt the level of services they currently received had reduced due to cuts; whilst a few had 
reduced support hours due to becoming more independent.   

 The link between individuals’ benefits and support accessed was also highlighted.  Reductions in 
benefits may also mean reductions in services as some individuals were using the former to pay 
for the later.   

 The group recognised they had different levels of needs.  If cuts were made a small number of 
the users who felt they were more capable said they could be supported to become more 
independent.  However, most said they could not and are reliant on more intensive support.  
The more intense needs of most of the users was clear to the researchers, for example their 
disability meant they needed help to fill out the research forms and found the discussion much 
more difficult to engage in.  It is worth noting all users were considered to have mild to 
moderate learning disabilities.  

 
Accessing Wider Support and Services: 

 Over two thirds of the Mencap users said they access service information from face to face 
sources, and only a third are confident using the internet.  One individual said that speaking to 
someone enabled them to check their understanding.  

 This has obvious implications for the shape of advice services if these are to be appropriate for 
such user groups; it also goes against the general trend moving from face to face provision to 
online.   

 Mencap staff said if processes and services do move to predominately online, that users with 
learning disabilities will need help from a support worker to access these.  They also feel 
information provided online is too generic and would often end up requiring follow up 
correspondence.   

 
Day Centre Support: 

 Importance: One resident who used to volunteer at a BCC funded day centre called Shared 
Friends for older people with additional support needs such as Downs Syndrome and brain 
injury said they no longer do this.  The centre provided an opportunity for social interaction to 
overcome loneliness and prevent mental health issues.  Tailored courses were also provided for 
adults with learning disabilities.   

 Service changes and impact:  Due to funding cuts the centre was merged with another 
organisation to keep it open.  As a result less support is being provided and there is a waiting 
list as the organisation cannot meet the demand.  The new organisation has also reduced the 
time it works with clients from 12 months to six and then down to three months.  
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3.5.3. Service for People with Mental Health Needs 

 Importance:  The key services prioritised by a group of individuals with mental health needs 
were housing/floating support workers and drop in and/or day centres; it is understood both 
receive funding from BCC via contracts with third sector organisations. Two focus groups were 
run through Birmingham MIND. 

 
i. Housing/Floating Support Workers: 
 
 Importance:  

 Everyone in one focus group had used or is currently using floating support workers.  They help 
with:  building confidence, social interaction, taking people outside the home who would not 
have the confidence to go alone, maintaining employment, advice and guidance, organising 
activities, etc.   

 Workers are critical to the recovery process, in particular providing emotional support.  One 
person had spent four years in bed and said without their support would still be there.  Others 
agreed they would also have become house bound.   

 Eligibility for support was a pertinent issue.  Individuals were pleased that in the past the 
narrow definition of eligibility for this support had not been applied strictly. Two stated they 
would not have qualified if this had been the case.  

 Service users said it is essential support workers have flexibility to determine the type of 
support they provide to users in their home.  Strictly speaking the provision is only meant to 
include an hour a week of emotional support.  Everyone agreed it is the emotional support that 
saved them, and that this had been a much more significant part of the service than the 
specified hour.   
 

Service Changes and Impact: 

 Individuals felt if support was removed it would only shift the problem, e.g. resulting in 
homelessness or more strain on the NHS. 

 One participant no longer had a support worker and missed the support.  They were managing 
this by accessing drop in services at organisations like Birmingham MIND.  Another said their 
support had stopped because of funding cuts to providers.   

 
ii. Drop-ins and Day Centres: 
 
 Importance: 

 All service users from the MIND focus groups used drop-ins and/or day centres.   They said this 
is critical in the recovery process: 
o Meeting with others with a shared understanding of mental illness is important; users do 

not feel like the odd ones out, and there is no stigma.   
o They provide social, leisure and recreational activities. 
o They help to overcome isolation and loneliness, offer peer support and are a stepping stone 

to building confidence and esteem needed to access wider social activities.   
o Individuals learn techniques for recovery from others in their group and are inspired by 

seeing others recovery.  
o They improve individuals overall well-being.   

 Before this focus group the service provider MIND had provided a lunch for the users to 
familiarise themselves with the research team.  MIND staff said they help their users to 
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establish independent support groups.  This was quite visible during this informal session, 
observing the service users interact and check in with each other to see how things were going 
for them.  It was clear that some members formed a support group for each other to rely on.   

 Several individuals preferred drop-ins, like those provided at MIND, to a day centre.   The 
former are less pressurised and formal in terms of length of visit, whether you come back, what 
you do while you are there, etc. Day centres often run activities and structured events.  Many 
said they were not ready or did not want this type of engagement; they simply wanted to get 
out of the house and talk to people.  

 MIND staff added that other users will access their drop-ins for short periods of time or float in 
and out; unlike the focus group attendees who were longer term members.   

 Day centres were used by users with more confidence.  Organisations used included: 
Birmingham Leisure Forum, Phoenix, Beechcroft, Saltley, Rethink, Swan, Canadian Club and 
Trident Reach.  Service users reported a lack of day centre services in South Birmingham. 

 
Service Changes and Impact: 

 Everybody said without drop-ins and day centres they would: feel a lot more isolated; be home 
a lot more; have significantly lower confidence and independence; lose contact with friends and 
be able to do less.   

 If support was removed, users feared they would go back to how they were before, concerned 
they may end up being looked after by hospitals or the medical profession as has been so in the 
past.  

 Service users said two day centres that have closed (Saltley and the Canadian Club).  As a result 
some have been staying at home more, while others have sought out alternative centres. 

 In another case the Phoenix day centre had been transferred to a service user lead model.  This 
was reported to have a negative impact, as the users did not have the skills, training or 
experience to do this.  Users believe this move has taken place to save money, and is not in the 
best interests of the service or the users.   

 Users have also experienced reduced opening hours at drop-ins and day centre; they did not 
know whether this is due to lack of staff or funding. If the numbers of drop-ins does reduce, 
users said it will increase the distance they are required to travel to access them.  This will 
create a significant barrier to support for individuals in the worse stages of mental illnesses, 
who are not confident about getting out and traveling long distances alone.  

 MIND staff added if local services do close people with mental health issues will struggle to use 
alternatives as often they find it difficult to travel and/or will be anxious about going to a new 
venue and service.   

 Some organisations are also increasing their cost to clients, e.g. Trident Reach have raised their 
annual membership and increased events charges, restricting the frequency users can afford to 
access the service.   

 
Overall: MIND staff  and users are concerned that reductions or closures in support services for 
residents with mental health issues will result in an escalation of problems including homelessness, 
and acute care.  
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3.5.4.  Homelessness and Housing Support 

 
i. Support Workers 
 
Importance:   

 As was the case with Learning Disabilities and Mental Health, when other vulnerable adults 
were asked what services were most important to them they also said their support workers, in 
this case the housing support workers provided by Shelter and part funded by BCC.   

 Support workers help with: 
o Finding housing, white goods etc. 
o Housing advice – tenant rights, housing regulations, etc.  
o Completing forms, applying for school places etc. 
o Accessing benefits and financial support. 
o Language support. 

 
Service Changes and Impact:   

 Residents said they did not think they would have received the same support from elsewhere 
and would not know where to go if it was removed.  (Without a specific need such as a learning 
disability or mental health, they would not be eligible for support from need specific Council 
services or charity services).   

 They said it would have a negative impact.  They also said they would find it difficult trying to 
find an alternative trustworthy source to help them.  In particular one participant, whose first 
language was not English, said they would have struggled greatly with their children’s school 
applications.  

 One resident said they have been on a waiting list for supported living for 41 weeks, and are 
currently living on a family member’s sofa.   
 

ii. BCC Housing 
 
Maintenance and Repairs: 

 Service changes and impact:  A number of residents involved in the focus groups live in BCC 
housing.  Many of these tenants reported issues in the maintenance of their properties.   
Tenants commonly reported increased delays and waiting times for repairs.  They said the 
Council also send assessors rather than people to fix the problem, which is seen as a waste of 
time.   

 Some had been left in very difficult situations because of a poor quality service which they said 
had got worse, e.g. being left without gas, waiting a month to six months for toilet repairs, 
being refused repairs for a damaged bathroom.  One tenant had sought help from family when 
engineers failed to fix her central heating.  

 Problems are compounded by poor quality of customer service contact when phoning the 
Council to report or chase up issues.  Residents said they would prefer to speak with someone 
face to face.   

 
Providing Housing: 

 Temporary accommodation:  Two residents from different focus groups had received 
temporary accommodation from BCC and were very positive about the support received.  Both 
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were at critical times in the families’ lives and both were at real risk of becoming homeless.  This 
support was critical, in one case ensuring the parents children were not removed from their 
custody.   

 Finding housing: Others had used the Council to gain BCC housing or move between BCC 
properties: 

 Several residents reported negative experiences contacting the Council regarding housing 
and some experienced rude staff.   

 Four residents had issues accessing BCC housing.  

 One parent needed housing support when the costs of her privately rented 
accommodation increased and she was unable to meet these.  ‘I was in crisis.   I was 
being quite vocal about it…but I still didn’t get the support’.   

 Another felt the Council were respectively dumping her and her young child into dirty 
and unsafe housing.   

 Two other residents who are technically homeless, ‘living on sofas’ with family, said they 
are not regarded as homeless by the Council and therefore have not been prioritised for 
housing.   

 BCC Sheltered housing: One participant living in BCC warden housing said the onsite day room 
previously used for social activities (e.g. IT sessions, massages), had ceased use after the 
activities coordinator had left.  With no one to help organise events, it was feared this is having 
a negative impact on the isolation of residents. 

 Anti-Social Behaviour: An older couple were very positive about the support they received from 
the Council regarding the anti-social behaviour of their neighbouring BCC tenant.    
 

 
3.5.5. Support for Carers  
 
i. Respite for Adults: 

 Importance: One carer had received a good service from the Council’s carers service, and used 
to access joint breaks for carers and those being cared for, for example through  the 
Birmingham Buddhist Centre in Moseley.  Carers were given £250 every two years to help with 
the costs of respite.  This gave both parties opportunity for respite and to meet new people, 
interact more and improve social skills.  

 Service changes and impact: Funding for this respite has stopped.  This was perceived negative 
both in terms of lack of support for carers in their role, but also the message it sends to carers 
that the Council relies on to look after vulnerable Birmingham residents.   

 
ii. Financial Assistance – Community Care Grant: 

 Importance:  Six residents attending a carer’s focus group had previously received support from 
the Community Care Grant.  For residents who are struggling financially and are facing difficult 
family circumstances, the assistance was important helping with housing issues (e.g. repairs, 
broken furniture, white goods etc.).  Often the money was spent on breakages made by family 
members with disabilities that they were caring for.   

 Service changes and impact:  This service has now been removed.  As a result residents said 
they are finding it difficult to replace and repair household items and are trying to save money 
to do so.  They are relying more on families and friends for financial support, which they found 
embarrassing, while some were using credit cards and getting into debt.  
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 Alternatives:  They spoke about alternatives, including a grant to support energy payments and 
a DWP budgeting loan.  Both have barriers, the former a long application process and the latter 
being a loan rather than a grant.   
 

iii. Adaptations: 

 Importance:  The Adaptation Service helps carers look after family members in the home by 
making adaptations to houses.   

 Service changes and impact:   
o Residents in the carers focus group said there are less staff assessing properties for 

adaptations, and delays waiting for equipment and fitting.  As a result they and their family 
members are suffering.   

o Many carers are reliant on this service as they cannot afford to pay for adaptations 
themselves. For one participant, the changes in this service meant they had to buy 
adaptations themselves. 

o A resident from an older people’s forum said this service is very beneficial and had provided 
hand rails and grabs for their home.  They were concerned it would be cut.   

 
 

3.6.   Neighbourhood Offices – Advice and Guidance  
 
Importance: 

 The importance of advice and guidance provided by organisations like Neighbourhood Offices 
was raised at nine of the 16 focus groups. Residents with specialist support needs and wider 
residents rely on organisations to support them with benefits and financial issues, and rate 
these services as very important.  Without these they would find it difficult to resolve benefits 
issues, particularly payment mistakes and benefit withdrawal.  However, almost all residents 
commenting were critical about the quality of service received from Neighbourhood Offices.   

 Residents said they and others would need advice and guidance services even more in the 
future, with the implementation of further benefits cuts and changes.  This was stressed by 
other residents who were support workers themselves.  They had experienced a significant 
increase in demand and issues surrounding benefits applications and payments from their 
clients following the first phase of government benefit cuts.   

 
Service Changes and Impact: 

 Residents reported numerous changes and challenges resulting from the restructuring of 
Neighbourhood Offices:  
o Many local branches have been closed, meaning residents had to travel far to access an 

open office.  Often residents said other branches are not convenient to access.   
o Issues are then not dealt with effectively meaning residents need to make return visits and 

some do not have the money to travel at repeatedly.   
o Some have reached offices to find that the services available had reduced and they needed 

to go to another office.   
o The number of days on which appointments can be booked has reduced; hence the waiting 

time for an appointment has increased.  Drop in sessions also have long waiting times.  
Residents felt this was the result of sickness and understaffing.   
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o In the days or weeks (up to four weeks was cited) waiting for an appointment, residents’ 
problems are escalating.  They are immediate concerns and residents need to be seen as 
soon as possible.   

o There is a central phone number to make appointment bookings which is difficult for 
residents who are not fluent in English.  They now need to get support making this call.   

o The process of trying to make an appointment was described as ‘time consuming and 
frustrating’.   

 Generally residents reported a lack of communication from the Council about changes to the 
Neighbourhood Offices.  This caused frustration and inconvenience, having to renegotiate the 
system to establish what support is available.  There is also increased cost and logistical 
implications due to longer journeys to access remaining services.  Not all residents are able to 
make these.   

 Residents at the carers focus group were particularly passionate about these changes, feeling 
they were ‘being dumped’ by the Council and that the lack of support was causing them and 
those they care for distress.   

 Both staff from MIND and Mencap commented separately that they are concerned the impact 
of local Neighbourhood Office branches closures (and other services), and that this will be 
particularly negative for their users.  MIND staff stated that people with mental health issues 
need a safe place that they are familiar with and where they can access advice on issues such 
as tenancy and mental health support.  They are less likely to travel to access alternative 
support.  Mencap staff also said their users would also be less likely to go and would need to 
weight up the cost of travel with forgoing other basic requirements such as food.   

 
Service Quality - Call for Improvement:  

 Most residents using Neighbourhood Offices reported issues with the quality of advice and 
service they received at Neighbourhood Offices. There were several instances of staff not 
correctly processing or misplacing paperwork leading to substantial delays in receiving and 
resolving benefits issues.  Individuals are also receiving inconsistent advice.  

 Due to poor quality advice Mencap staff said their users do not understand the process, are 
caused distress and are stuck in a cycle of re-assessment for benefits. They added the service is 
less effective than it used to be and issues that were previously resolved quickly are now 
subject to delays.   

 It was unclear whether service quality had reduced because of budget cuts.  However the 
impact of benefits being processed incorrectly or stopped was reported to have increased, as 
residents are less financially resilient due to welfare reform and reductions in benefits.    

 Two residents are also support workers themselves and stressed the problems caused when 
benefits are processed incorrectly.  This includes mistakes made when assessing and applying 
for work related benefits, which can also impact on housing benefits.  When the former is 
reduced or incorrectly processed this has a knock on effect, which then needs to be resolved.  
Incorrect benefit sanctions or underpayments then impacts on residents’ ability to pay rent and 
Council Tax, and can leave them in arrears and at risk of becoming homeless.   

 These support workers said they have seen a large increase in demand for help to resolve 
benefit issues since welfare reform and changes which mean many people are paying Council 
Tax for the first time.  
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Alternatives: 

 Often residents will seek financial and benefits advice from alternative sources to gain a more 
effective and responsive service, however some were not aware of alternative organisations.   

 Several residents use Birmingham Settlement, Small Heath Community Forum, the Citizens 
Advice Bureau and Action for Children13 as alternative sources and find the service helpful and 
accessible. Residents stressed the importance of this third sector advice and guidance, helping 
them to understand what benefits they are entitled to and support in accessing these. 

 Residents were concerned about the future of these services; reduced services have already 
been experienced from Citizens Advice due to budget cuts. They are worried they would have 
nowhere else to go if these organisations are closed.   

 If there are plans to reduce funding to third sector organisations who provide such advice, this 
would arguably leave a gap in effective support for financially vulnerable residents.   

 
Signposting: 

 If funding for Council delivered and/or third sector contracts for advice and guidance are going 
to be changed in the future, it would be important to ensure information is communicated to 
those who are likely to be most in need of this help.  This should outline what services are still 
available and a list of organisations residents can go to in order to get support. A common issue 
throughout the research discussions was a lack of awareness of services.  The Council should 
think creatively about how information can be distributed, for example a leaflet in the annual 
Council Tax Bill Statement – ‘Do you need help with your finances?’; distributing information 
through Social Landlords, benefits correspondence etc.  

 
 

3.7.  Libraries 
 
Library Usage and Satisfaction Trends 
 
Figure 9: Tracker Data Library Usage in Top Ten Most Deprived Wards 

 
Source: Tracker, Oct 13 – Sept 14, n = 831, average n per ward = 83 

                                                           
13

 Although the service at Action for Children no longer exists due to budget cuts.   
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Figure 10: Tracker Data Library Usage in Top Ten Least Deprived Wards 

 
Source: Tracker, Oct 13 – Sept 14, n = 734, average n per ward = 73 

 
(Due to the small sample size per each ward, the confidence interval for the data in figure 9 and 10 is high.  When 
generalised to the rest of the ward, for both the most and least deprived wards, results could be expected to vary by +/- 
11%). 

 
Tracker Data: 

 Data from the Tracker indicates residents from the top ten least deprived wards are more likely 
to use libraries than those from the top ten most deprived wards.  (See figures 9 and 10).    As 
an average, residents from former are twice as more likely to use libraries than the latter.   

 Of the top ten wards with the highest level of library usage, six of these are from the least 
deprived top ten wards (Edgbaston, Sutton Vesey, Selly Oak, Sutton New Hall, Hall Green and 
Sutton Trinity) and only one from the most deprived (Ladywood).   

 Of the ten wards with the lowest level of library usage, three are from the top ten most 
deprived wards (Bordesley Green, Lozells and East Handsworth and Soho) and none from the 
top ten least deprived.   

 This may suggest residents from wards of high deprivation do not make as much use of libraries 
as less deprived residents, do not want to or cannot access them. Three of the wards which are 
in the bottom ten for library usage in the city are also in the top ten asking for improvements in 
library services, these are:  Handsworth Wood, Bordesley Green and Hodgehill.  Two of the 
wards in the top ten for library usage, are also in the top ten wards asking for improvements in 
library services, these are: Sutton New Hall and Sutton Trinity. However calls for improvement 
are low, ranging from 5% to 8% for the top ten, with the exception Sutton New Hall at 18%. 

 Further analysis of household characteristics shows that the highest use of libraries is by those 
in education/training or employment, in particular “young city dwellers” and “successful 
professionals”.  Lowest use is by pensioners and families in social housing. 
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Importance: 

 At least 22% of residents attending the focus groups said they use libraries.   

 Residents use libraries primarily to borrow books but also to use computer and printing 
facilities, find information and to engage in social and educational activities.   

 Some residents said libraries are a good way to get out and view them as an easy access point 
to social activities, including yoga, singing, craft lessons, and children’s holiday reading groups. 

 Often people using the computer and printing activities at libraries said they do not have this 
equipment or access to the internet at home.   

 Residents believe that students, people with disabilities, children and parents benefit most from 
the libraries.   

 Of those residents using libraries, the majority used local libraries; very few said they used the 
central library.  One person commented that it is big and confusing and that many of the books 
are for reference and cannot be taken out.  However another said that they enjoyed visiting the 
central library and said it is very child friendly.   

 When facilitating the focus groups the researchers observed that often residents were less 
passionate about the importance of libraries than other services, and the contribution they 
make to their quality of life.  Some said the loss of libraries would be very unfortunate and 
would have specific impacts, but residents did not say it would cause significant suffering or 
worsening of circumstances in many cases.   

 One resident said ‘if it’s a choice between libraries and children’s centres, there is no choice we 
need Children’s Centre’s’.  

 
Service Changes:  

 Residents reported several changes: 
o Reduced staff at libraries, e.g. at Handsworth library, although demand was still high; 
o Reduced operating hours (including weekend closures) and visiting the library to find it 

closed; 
o Lack of or reduced visits by the mobile library;  
o Staff sickness due to stress;  
o Closing sections of the library e.g. the children’s room because staff could not cope with 

demand with reduced capacity; 
o Less homework clubs; 
o Library closures.  

 
Impact: 

 If printing and computer facilities were no longer available at libraries residents would look 
elsewhere for services, but assumed these would be more expensive.   

 Some residents felt local libraries were being closed to encourage more people to use the 
central library.  However, they commented it is too expensive to visit the city centre, stating it 
would be easier to buy books.   These residents said they should have service they can walk to.   

 Some commented that schools have been good at providing books for their children to keep 
and read at home.   

 Some parents said they would like a homework club in their local library and would be willing to 
pay for it.   
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The Future of Libraries: 

 Residents from one focus group were suspicious of the Council’s approach to the transfer of 
libraries to other organisations.  They believe the Council has strong preferences about what 
organisations it wants to run them, and that the consultation and bidding processes have not 
been long enough for local interested parties to get proposals in.  Some said local residents 
want to help (or volunteer in) their communities and take on some Council activities, but they 
need the time, space and capacity building to do this.  

 
 

3.8. Leisure Centres 
 
Usage and Satisfaction Trends 

 At least 19% of residents in the focus groups said they use leisure centres. 
 
Figure 11: Tracker Data Leisure Centre usage most deprived wards 

 
Source: Tracker, Oct 13 – Sept 14, n = 831, average n per ward = 83 

Figure 12: Tracker Data Leisure Centre usage least deprived wards 

 

 
Source: Tracker, Oct 13 – Sept 14, n = 734, average n per ward = 73 
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(Due to the small sample size per each ward, the confidence interval for the data in figure 11 and 12 is high.  When 
generalised to the rest of the ward, for the most and the least deprived wards, results could be expected to vary by +/- 
11%). 

 
Tracker Data: 

 Data from the Tracker indicates residents from the top ten least deprived wards are more likely 
to use leisure centres than residents from the top ten most deprived wards.  (See figure 11 and 
12).  The former are nearly twice as likely to use leisure centres, than the latter.   

 Of the top ten wards with the highest level of leisure usage, six of these are from the least 
deprived top ten wards (Edgbaston, Sutton Vesey, Selly Oak, Sutton New Hall, Hall Green and 
Sutton Trinity) and none are from the most deprived.   

 Of the ten wards with the lowest level of leisure centre usage, six are from the top ten most 
deprived wards (Lozells and East Handsworth, Washwood Heath, Aston, Shard End, Ladywood, 
and Soho) and none are from the top ten least deprived.   

 This may suggest residents from wards of high deprivation do not rely heavily on leisure 
centres, do not want to access them or cannot access them for a number of reasons for 
example travel and financial barriers.  It may also be interpreted to suggest more should be 
done to encourage these residents to use leisure centres, or to access alternative fitness 
facilities (although this data does not indicate residents are not using alternatives).   

 Tracker data14 shows when looking at the top ten wards asking for improvements in sports and 
leisure facilities, four of the wards are from the most deprived top ten wards (Lozells and East 
Handsworth, Bordesley Green, Kingstanding and Aston), with 10-12% of residents requesting 
improvements.  However three of the wards from the ten top least deprived wards (Selly Oak, 
Bournville and Sutton Trinity) also fell in this list, with 10-16% of residents asking for 
improvements.  

 Further analysis of household characteristics shows that the highest use of leisure centres is by 
those in employment, in particular “successful professionals” and “active elderly people”.  
Lowest use is by elderly people reliant on state support. 

 
Importance: 

 Residents said leisure centres are important especially for health and social reasons. Many used 
the Be Active scheme at leisure centres accessing free gym and swimming facilities, which was 
valued highly.   

 Residents said leisure centres are important for people to improve their mental health by 
getting them out of the house to do different activities.   

 
Service Changes and Impact: 

 Residents felt young people would be most impacted by future changes or closures to leisure 
services.  As well as sports, they offer large venues which can be used for other activities such as 
youth clubs.   

 Some said there are fewer leisure centres open and those remaining are open for reduced 
hours and harder to access (Winson Green based focus group).   

 The large majority of people using the ‘Be Active’ were critical of service changes, namely 
reduced hours and the time of day free activities were available: 

                                                           
14

 Tracker data for 12 month period, October 2013 to September 2014. 
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o These were often inconvenient and did not fit into standard patterns, e.g. when residents 
were available given school day and working routines.  To access the service residents need 
to build their day around the Be Active timescale instead.   

o There was general confusion about what hours were now free, and residents talked about 
having to travel greater distances to access free provision during the time (of day) they had 
free.   

o One parent had stopped using the services with her daughter, as she is now at nursery 
during free hours.   

o Residents were also unsure whether scheme would continue in the future.   

 Residents reported long waiting lists to access free classes.   

 Often residents said it would be a great shame if leisure centres were closed down.   
 
Privatisation: 

 Residents from the Lozells and Handsworth focus group had attended public consultation 
meetings regarding the closure of Beeches Road leisure centre and were against this happening.  
They said in the end a private sector investor had been found.  Residents were angry that the 
centre had been recently refurbished and felt the Council had wasted this money as it was no 
longer a public asset.  Residents believed the cost of using the centre would increase due to 
privatisation.   

 There was some awareness in other focus groups that some BCC leisure centres may be 
privatised, and some were unhappy about this.  One resident was using Wyndley Leisure centre 
which they understood is due to be knocked down.   

 Some residents in these wider focus groups said if centres were privatised and they had to pay, 
that they would no longer access the service.  For some this would result in worse health 
problems.  Other parents said they would pay for alternative swimming for their children if 
Council facilities were removed, while another said they would use adult facilities if they could 
afford it.   

 
Transferring assets to the community: 

 Residents talked about transferring public services to other organisations and gave an example 
of a Council leisure centre, Laurel Road Community Sports Centre, being sold to a church.  Since 
the transfer residents said the facility has been closed, and they are unclear when it will be 
open again and what services it will offer.  They were frustrated as previously the centre had 
been used for a range of activities including: play groups, elders luncheon clubs, sewing/crafts 
for adults and sports for young people.   

 Residents believe other centres such as Newtown Community Centre are also scheduled to 
close.   

 
 

3.9.  Parks 
 
Usage and Deprivation: 

 At least 21% of residents attending the focus groups said they use parks.   

 Data from the Tracker indicates there is a clear pattern between feeling safe and deprivation. 
(see figures 13 and 14, displaying trends for three years from Oct 2011 to Sept 2014).   
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 As a group15, residents from the top ten most deprived wards are twice as likely to say they feel 
unsafe in parks as residents from the top 10 least deprived wards16.   

 For the top ten deprived wards the following trends are observed for this three year period:  

 Bordesley Green and Kingstanding consistently indicate high levels of feeling unsafe.  As 
such the Tracker supports the low level of safety in parks reported by focus group residents 
from Kingstanding.   

 Other wards have experienced quite large increases in residents feeling unsafe over the 
three years, including: 
o Washwood Heath increasing from 3% unsafe to 16%. 
o Aston increases from 9% to 22%. 
o Lozells and East Handsworth increase from 12% to 22%. 
o Soho increases from 8% to 29%. 

 The increases in feeling unsafe for Aston, Lozells and East Handsworth and Soho are 
particularly interesting, in light of focus group results cited later, where residents from these 
areas articulated increased levels of feeling discontent and of a bubbling up of issues in the 
local community (see section 3.14).  It may be this reported sense of unrest is also being 
reflected in the decreased level of safety being reported in parks 

 Further analysis of household characteristics shows that the highest use of parks is by those in 
education/training, in particular “young city dwellers” and “those with sufficient income to 
right-to-buy”.  Although less frequent, use by “elderly people reliant on state support” was high 
over the course of a year.  Lowest use is by “successful professionals”. 

 
Figure 13: Tracker Data perceived park safety most deprived wards  

 
Source: Tracker, Sept 2014, n = 2,417 and average n per ward per year = 80 

                                                           
15

 Combining data from 2011/12, 2012/13 and 2013/14 
16

 The combined data for the most and least deprived wards has a confidence interval of +/- 6%, using average response 
and ward sizes.  This is the variance of result to be expected when results are generalised to the rest of the residents in 
those wards.   
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Figure 14: Tracker Data perceived park safety least deprived wards 

 
Source: Tracker, Sept 2014, n = 2,223 and average n per ward per year = 74 

 
(Graph columns do not total 100%, the remainder answered: ‘neither safe or unsafe’, ‘unsure’ or ‘refused’). 
 

For the least ten deprived wards the following trends are observed: 
o In Perry Bar unsafe increased from 14% to 24% between 2011/12 and 2012/13, but then 

decreased back to 13% in 2013/14 
o Edgbaston increased by 10% over the three years. 
o Hall Green increased by 9% over the three years. 
o The four Sutton wards all have very low levels of feeling unsafe and levels have fallen in all 

but one over the three years.   Most notably Sutton Trinity had a 10% reduction, to 1%.   
 
(Due to the small sample size per each ward, the confidence interval for the data in figures 13 and 14 is high.  When 
generalised to the rest of the ward, for the most and least deprived wards, results could be expected to vary by +/- 11, 
using the average sample size and ward size for these groups of wards). 
 

Experience of Parks: 

 There were mixed opinions as to whether local parks were good or bad quality: 
o Residents from the Kingstanding area felt their local parks had deteriorated over a long 

period of time; this was linked to low levels of safety in parks.   
o Residents from the Soho and Handsworth area felt their parks have become cleaner.   

 Tracker17 results also provide information on residents asking for improvements in parks: 

                                                           
17

 Tracker data for 12 month period: October 2013 to September 2014.  
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o Four of the top ten most deprived wards fall into the top ten wards asking for improvements 
in parks and open spaces.  These are: Nechells, Bordesley Green, Washwood Heath and 
Shard End with 14% to 12% of residents asking for improvements via the Tracker.   

o Kingstanding falls just outside the top ten, representing the 11th ward asking for 
improvements at 10.5%.   

o Only one of the top ten least deprived wards falls into the top ten asking for improvements, 
this is Hall Green with the highest level of desired improvement at 18%.   

o Eight of the ten wards (in the top ten asking for improvements) fall in South Birmingham.   

 In general parks were used more by parents and are viewed as good for children to burn off 
energy.  Residents also commented on new basketball courts and free tennis tables have been 
placed in parks which are great for teenagers and older children; another commented on new 
play equipment.   

 One resident said they are using new exercise equipment (e.g. cross trainers) which has been 
installed in their local park.   This was the only reference made to the new Council Park Lives 
initiative.   

 
Barriers to Usage:  

 Several residents from different focus groups said they did not feel safe or comfortable using   
local parks, citing groups of young people hanging around and beggars asking for money. 
Others said parks contained drug paraphernalia, or were dominated by youths who use the 
space to take drugs and drink alcohol.  A few said there is not enough policing and security in 
parks and commented there should be more activities for teenagers in them, contrasting with 
other views that facilities for this age group are good.   

 Notably all parents in the Lakeside Children’s Centre focus group in Kingstanding were 
concerned about security.  These parents chose which park to visit based on perceived safely 
and facilities available there.  Another parent from Kingstanding attending a separate focus 
group also said they travelled to Sutton Park instead to access better parks and avoid the 
remains of drug taking (e.g. needles). 

 Problems with dog waste and other park users not using the designated bins were cited several 
times.   

 One adult with a learning disability said they can only access parks when their support worker 
is with them.  This was due to a bad experience when they had been robbed in a park, again 
highlighting security as an issue.   

 
Improvements: 

 Several residents commented on the need for additional facilities in parks including: toilets, 
paths and facilities for disabled people, more play equipment for younger children and some 
asked for more activities for older children.  
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3.10.  Refuse and recycling 
Refuse and recycling was raised in all but one of the 16 focus groups.  This is not surprising as it 
represents a universal service accessed by all.  In addition changes in these services have received 
high profile media attention over the past year or more.  

 
3.10.1. Household Waste Wheelie bins 

 The majority of residents who spoke about household waste wheelie bins were very positive 
about their induction and wanted to know when they would receive theirs.  The bins are viewed 
as an effective solution to overcome issues of waste being left on streets and rats opening bags 
for food.   

 There were some concerns bins would not be large enough (particularly for large families), and 
that disabled and elderly people would struggle moving bins for collection.  These concerns and 
residents’ lack of understanding regarding the rollout timetable demonstrates a lack of 
awareness and the need for more effective communications on the rollout.  Answers to these 
questions are available and could alleviate concerns.  In general residents do not feel well 
informed about how the new changes will work in practice.   

 A resident in an older person’s focus group had been involved in distributing materials 
informing people about assisted collection as many are still unaware.  They said this is leaving 
elderly and disabled people to struggle with putting bins out themselves.   

 A few residents who already have wheelie bins also commented that black bags that cannot fit 
in their bins and are left outside do not get collected and they feel these should.   Again, 
communications about access to larger bins needs to be more effectively communicated. 

 One resident commented they did not feel the Council should have spent money on new bins, 
and the money should have been spent elsewhere.  Again this reflects a lack of awareness 
about the wheelie bin programme which has been funded by an external funding stream and 
could not have been spent on other services. 

 In terms of existing ‘black bag’ collection rounds, residents in five focus groups reported 
problems including refuse collection rounds not taking place, refuse collectors leaving rubbish 
remains on the streets and parked up vehicles that did not appear to be undertaking their 
rounds.   
 

 
3.10.2. Green Recycling and Bulky Collection 
Eight of the 16 focus groups talked about problems arising from the introduction of the chargeable 
green collections and five about issues from bulky waste collections.  As well as the more specific 
issues highlighted below, the general increase in waste being left on residential streets is impacting 
negatively on how residents feel about their area.  This was reflected earlier in the Tracker 
priorities.   
 
Green Recycling Collections – Service Changes and Impact: 

 This has led to (old) green waste collection bags full of garden waste being left on pavements 
for considerable periods of time and not being moved by the responsible residents or the 
Council.   

 The waste has caused problems with vermin nesting in bags and reduced street cleanliness.   

 Some residents said they are not aware of alternative facilities (e.g. recycling centres) to 
dispose of green waste.  Others are taking their waste to recycling centres.  Some admitted to 
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‘fly tipping’ green waste because they were unable to dispose of it (e.g. did not have access to a 
car) or pay the new fee.  

 Residents in a few focus groups said they are already paying enough Council tax and should not 
have to pay an additional charge. Others said they would need to cut back elsewhere to pay 
the fee.  

 It was also highlighted some people, e.g. disabled older people, may be both unable to pay the 
charge and unable to take green waste to recycling centres.   

 No residents commented that they had paid for the new green waste service.   

 Residents want to see a more effective solution to the removal of green waste, and noted the 
Council have had to respond to problems created by the chargeable waste by finally removing 
green waste.   

 
Bulky Item Collection – Service Changes and Impact: 

 Residents reported the introduction of bulky waste charges for collections has substantially 
increased instances of bulky waste being dumped on residential roads.  Residents also said the 
Council has ignored them when they called to report and complain about the flying tipping.  
 

Figure 15: National data on fly tipping incidents 

 

 
Source: https://www.gov.uk/government/statistical-data-sets/env24-fly-tipping-incidents-and-actions-

taken-in-england 

 

 Interesting data on incidents of fly tipping illustrates that the number of incidents was higher in 
2013/14 than 2011/12; however in 2012/13 this fell by over 1,500 on the previous year.  (See 
figure 15).  It begs the question whether there were different processes in place or new 
initiatives in 2012/13 that were dealing with this issue more effectively.  (Readers should note 
this data will only cover reported incidents, hence for example if residents are losing faith and 
giving up on reporting, these cases are not captured). 

 Perhaps of greater pertinence, Fly Tipping data also demonstrates a substantial increase in Fly 
Tipping of white goods more specifically, which are arguably common items for bulky waste 
collection (see figure 16).  The number of incidents in 2013/14 is more than three times that of 
2011/12, but again a reduction is observed in the interim period 2012/13. The increase in 
incidents is aligned with the introduction of charges for bulky waste collections18 

                                                           
18

 In 2013/14  every household was entitled to one free collection per year of up to 6 items, however every subsequent 

collection (of up to 6 items) was chargeable at £25. 
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Figure 16: National data on fly tipping of white goods 

 
Source: https://www.gov.uk/government/statistical-data-sets/env24-fly-tipping-incidents-and-actions-taken-in-

england 

 

 No one commented that they had used the new chargeable bulky waste service.  A few 
commented they had used friends and family to help them or had taken waste to recycling 
centres themselves. One resident said they would have ended up fly tipping items, if they had 
not managed to dispose of these with the help of friends. 

 As with the green waste, a point was made that the charge was counterproductive, as the 
Council would end up having to collect bulky waste that has been dumped on the street 
anyway.  

 Mencap staff pointed out that payments can also be made by card only which causes suspicion 
amongst some service users with learning disabilities who do not want to give this to a 
stranger.  This is a barrier to using the service as some users would prefer to pay in cash.  Also, 
collections will only be taken from outside of properties; this poses a barrier for people with 
physical disabilities.    

 
 
3.10.3. Barriers to Community Help 
Two examples were given of where the new charges have prevented residents from supporting the 
Council to keep their local area clean: 

 One resident cleans outside her property and the street by the park removing litter, alcohol 
and other unhygienic waste.  In the past the bin men would take these extra ‘black bags’ with 
the refuse collection.  Now the resident has a wheelie bin and these will not fit in, they are not 
being collected and subsequently the rubbish is not being removed.  

 Another resident and their neighbours had been using the green waste bags to collect fallen 
leaves on the street and leave these for the green recycling collection.  Now there is not a free 
service, she said they were also unable to do this.  These residents are annoyed and frustrated 
they are not being assisted to clean their local area by the Council when they are volunteering 
their support. 
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3.11. Pest Control 
 
Call for Improvement: 

 Several residents talked about the pest control service provided by the Council.  This is criticised 
for its narrow remit, dealing only with rats and not mice.  Often residents cited problems with 
mice near or occasionally in their properties; some have resorted to using cats.   

 Some residents also felt Environmental Services need to be more proactive, restricting the 
number of restaurant and take away licences granted in areas with rat problems.  There should 
also be educational activities for owners about disposing of their waste correctly.    

 Residents were also unhappy with the charges made by the Council to deal with bee’s nests at 
£65.  One resident tried to remove this themselves as they could not afford the charge.  

 
 

3.12. Street Cleaning 
 There were mixed reports in relation to street cleaning, some residents had seen an increase, 

others a decrease.  Some residents were cleaning around their own properties themselves, but 
not all were happy to do this.  They commented on the lack of road cleaners and the reduction 
or removal of Environmental Wardens.  

 
 

3.13. Customer Relations and Communications 
 

Call for Improvement: 

 Poor experiences of customer relations and communications with the Council were reported at 
nine of the 16 focus groups.  Residents were particularly frustrated with their experiences 
when reporting issues and complaining to the Council.   

 Residents were often frustrated when contacting the Council by phone.  Issues included: 
frequently placed on hold for long periods, being cut off, rude staff, long call durations (e.g. an 
hour) and being directed to the wrong department.  There is a lack of information on how to 
contact specific departments directly themselves.  These issues were reported by a substantial 
number of residents.   

 When making complaints or reporting issues in their area, residents said the Council is not 
good at responding, so people are giving up asking. 

 Importance: This is a significant issue for residents.  They need to be able to contact the Council 
easily about problems relating to fundamental needs such as housing and benefits.   

 The Future:  Residents want to see improvements.    
o There needs to be better communication of services that are available in the city and 

changes to these, particularly going forward as more cuts are made.   Changes in hours and 
services available at leisure centres and libraries, refuse strikes, closures etc. should all be 
communicated more actively to local residents.   

o Residents want to see their concerns and issues dealt with seriously and effectively.   
 
Accessibility: 

 Several comments were made about the accessibility of contact methods for certain groups of 
residents.  A group of older residents and residents with learning disabilities said a lot of 
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services and contact routes are now online and they are not confident liaising with the Council  
this way.  

 

3.14. The Council’s Approach to Cuts 
 

3.14.1. Discontent  

 Some of the residents attending a focus group in Lozells and Handsworth talked passionately 
about a feeling of dissatisfaction within the community: 
o They said discontent is bubbling below the surface and people are experiencing hardship 

similar to that of the 1980s, but worse.   
o The residents spoke of being supressed, and the Council taking services off those most in 

need, when they need them most.  They were frustrated, commenting that ‘on lookers’ are 
subsequently surprised when events like the Birmingham riots occur; ‘wondering’ how these 
came about. 

o Some members of this group were reluctant to articulate what services are more important 
than others, pre-empting that this could be used to justify service closures.    

 
3.14.2. Impact of Cuts 

 Residents in several groups said they feared the ones that will be most affected by the cuts will 
be those who are most in need.   

 Two groups said the Council should be more caring, and felt people making the decisions did 
not understand the problems and lives of local residents.   There is a view that the Council is out 
of touch with communities and that senior decision makers should be visiting residents 
themselves to see the impact the cuts are having.   

 Some also felt the impact of service closures and changes will not be felt for another year or 
two.   

 One group said the cuts will impact on young people the most, and are worried about the lack 
of facilities for them and potential increases in crime and anti-social behaviour.   All residents in 
an Action for Children focus group said that children’s services and services for people with 
specialist support needs should be the Council’s priority.   

 Residents from focus group with older people said they wanted more information about what 
cuts will happen in the future so they could plan better.   

 
 
3.14.3. Needs Based Services  

 Some residents said the Council need to look at the information and evidence it has on the 
needs of its population and provide those services, e.g. having enough suitable school places, 
meeting the demand of increasing mental health, and disability needs.  Intelligence should be 
used more effectively to understand what services are required and where.   

 The Council should not stop services that are proven to work and have positive outcomes.  
Services should be prioritised and people who rely on those services should be consulted with, 
rather than assumptions being made.   

 
3.14.4. Residents Understanding of the Cuts 

 In the Lozells and Handsworth group some residents acknowledged the Council is ‘between a 
rock and a hard place’ and understood the impact central government cuts are having locally. 
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Others were more sceptical and believe the reductions are a result of poor working practices in 
the Council, in particular the successful equal pay appeal.   

 Reflecting on the discussions, the researchers do not feel most residents are aware of the size of 
the cuts the Council needs to make.  There were no comments that suggested residents are 
conscious whole services could be under threat and that some dramatic decisions need to be 
taken.   

 Mencap staff also noted that documents circulated during consultations are often too complex 
for users with learning disabilities and the process is confusing.  Consultation processes are so 
common now that users are becoming “apathetic” and communication needs to improve so 
goodwill is not totally eroded.   
 

3.14.5. Co-production with a Helping Hand 

 The residents from Lozells and Handsworth also talked about their desire and willingness to 
meet some of their own and the wider communities’ needs themselves by setting up 
community services/businesses.  They stressed they would need some support helping to set up 
initiatives and small grants to get them started.  They want the Council to work with the 
community to galvanise its spirt and energy.   

 The researchers believe this presents an opportunity and a challenge for the Council.  BCC want 
and need to see residents playing a more active role in the provision of services.  However, the 
speed at which the cuts need to be made may not marry up with the timescale and capacity 
building needed for community or user lead services to be successfully established.    

 Parents in an Action for Children focus group, Winson Green, also said they would be happy to 
volunteer if they could do this with their children, for example volunteering in Children’s 
Centres.   One parent was already looking at possibilities to start a homework club in their area.    
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Appendix A – Tracker Methodology 
 
The tracker is a monthly household survey, which has been undertaken in Birmingham since 2007. 
Every month approximately 250 residents complete the tracker. The sample is a stratified sample, 
with a representative numbers of households being selected from deprivation deciles.  
 
A number of questions were added to the tracker regarding impact of and awareness of the Council 
cuts. These included: 

 Should the Council focus its spending on those most in need? 

 To what extent do you feel you and people you know have been impacted by the cuts? 

 How well informed do you feel about future savings the council will be making? 

 Have you actively sought info on future Council savings? 
 
This allowed the research team to gain an overall picture of the impact, supplementing the data 
gained from the focus groups and interview. Incorporating this activity into the research enabled 
feedback (on Council service cuts) from the general Birmingham population to be gathered. 
Approximately 750 responses were gathered over the three month fieldwork period, increasing the 
sample size of the research. 
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Appendix B – Focus Group Methodology 
 
Research design and methods:  
A cross sectional design was utilised. This allowed the research team to gain insight into many cases 
at a particular point in time. Although it is important to note that participants were asked about 
past experiences and asked their views about the future.  
 
A mixed method was used, with quantitative methods being utilised to collect large amounts of 
data allowing for analysis on the wider Birmingham population, and, qualitative methods being 
used to gain more in-depth information. The focus group method was chosen because it enabled 
the research team to access a large number of people whilst still allowing face to face discussion, 
which allows for flexibility in questions asked, flexibility in approach and probing.  
 
Sample: 
The desktop analysis identified the following groups as those most likely to be affected by future 
Council service changes: 

 older adults, 

 adults with specialist support needs (i.e. learning disabilities, physical disabilities and mental 
health), and, 

 vulnerable families (i.e. low income families). 
 
For the focus group and interview, the sampling frame also focussed on the 10 most deprived 
wards in Birmingham, based on the Index of Multiple Deprivation. The 10 wards targeted were: 
Washwood Heath, Sparkbrook, Nechells, Aston, Lozells & East Handsworth, Bordesley Green, Shard 
End, Kingstanding, Soho, Ladywood. 
 
Participant Recruitment: 
Participants for the research were recruited through various service providers (e.g. disability 
charity, mental health charity, organisation for older people, Children’s Centres and housing 
associations) as they were likely to have good links with and the contact details of the groups of 
interest for the research. 
 
Participant Access:  
Access was granted in some cases by the completion of consent forms by participants. There were 
two forms. The ‘consent to share’ allowed the organisation to share personal details with the 
research team, while the ‘consent to participate’ form was completed prior to the participant 
taking part in the research activities (i.e. focus group and interviews).  
 
In some cases, however, the organisation managed the participant recruitment process and did not 
share personal information with the research team. The ‘consent to participate’ form, however, 
was still completed prior to involvement in the research activity. 
 
Focus groups and interviews 
Focus groups 
The research team and BMG conducted a series of 16 focus groups with adults with specialist 
support needs and vulnerable families. A total of 128 participants were involved in the focus 
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groups. People from the top 10 deprived wards in Birmingham were targeted. The focus groups 
took place between August and October 2014.  
 
The number of participants per focus group ranged from 4 to 12. Focus groups lasted approximately 
one and half hours. All focus groups were audio recorded and transcribed afterwards by an external 
company. Consent to participate in the research was gained at the start.  All participants received a 
£30 shopping voucher to thank them for their participation; they were also offered a pre-paid bus 
ticket as reimbursement of travel expenses.  In addition, a crèche was offered to parents, where 
possible. 
 
All focus groups were conducted with at least two facilitators. A member of the BCC research team 
attended BMG run focus groups, where possible. A standard interview schedule was used. 
However, this was a guide and focus group facilitators had the flexibility to structure the focus 
group and refine the questions. Questions were asked exploring the following areas: 

• council services used in the past two years, 
• importance and benefits of services, 
• changes and impact of removal, and, 
• coping strategies. 

 
Interview 
An additional interview was conducted. This was organised as a result of a parent contacting the 
research team after hearing about the research. The parents were keen to share their experience as 
they have a child with severe disabilities and use many services. Due to resource and capacity of the 
research team this was the only interview that was conducted. However, the council could consider 
commissioning more if it would be useful to gain a deeper understanding of other parents in a 
similar situation.  
 
Participant confidentiality 
Participants were informed that the focus groups and interviews were confidential and the 
notes/recordings would not be shared with anyone outside the research team.  This was set out in 
the consent forms. Quotes contained in this report have been altered to protect individuals’ 
confidentiality, whilst remaining true to the message being given by participants.  
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Appendix C - Participant Summary 
 
 
 

Category Category options Total % 

A
ge

 

16-19 2 2% 

20-24 6 5% 

25-29 17 13% 

30-34 14 11% 

35-39 20 16% 

40-44 17 13% 

45-49 19 15% 

50-54 10 8% 

55-60 7 5% 

60+ 14 11% 

Prefer not to say 0 0% 

No answer 2 2% 

TOTAL 128 100% 

G
en

d
er

 

Male 47 37% 

Female 81 63% 

TOTAL 128 100% 

Lo
n

gs
ta

n
d

in
g 

co
n

d
it

io
n

s 

Vision 2 2% 

Hearing 7 5% 

Limited physical ability 12 9% 

Long standing illness 18 14% 

Learning difficulties 12 9% 

Stamina/breathing 7 5% 

Mental health 13 10% 

Other 11 8% 

Prefer not to say 6 5% 

No answer 43 33% 

TOTAL 131 100% 

Em
p

lo
ym

en
t 

st
at

u
s 

Employed 19 15% 

Self employed 3 2% 

Unemployed 52 41% 

Full time student 3 2% 

Full time carer/parent 31 24% 

Retired 12 9% 

Other 5 4% 

Prefer not to say 1 1% 

No answer 2 2% 

TOTAL 128 100% 
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Category Category options Total % 

Et
h

n
ic

 g
ro

u
p

 

White British 51 40% 

White Irish 2 2% 

White Other 2 2% 

Asian Indian 7 5% 

Asian Pakistani 27 21% 

Asian Bangladeshi 6 5% 

Asian Chinese 0 0% 

Asian Other 2 2% 

Black African 8 6% 

Black Caribbean 14 11% 

Black Other 2 2% 

Mixed White and Black Caribbean 2 2% 

Mixed White and Black African 1 1% 

Mixed White and Asian 0 0% 

Mixed Other 0 0% 

Other 2 2% 

Prefer not to say 0 0% 

No answer 1 1% 

TOTAL 128 100% 

R
el

ig
io

n
 

No Religion 12 9% 

Buddhist 0 0% 

Christian 45 35% 

Hindu 2 2% 

Jewish 1 1% 

Muslim 47 37% 

Sikh 3 2% 

Other  1 1% 

Prefer not to say 6 5% 

No answer 11 9% 

TOTAL 128 100% 
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