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Contact Us 

If you have any questions or concerns       

about the research or if you would like a 

copy of the full report please contact: 

Steven Rose 

Head of Strategic Research 

Email: steven.rose@birmingham.gov.uk 

Telephone: 0121 675 9566  

 

 

 

 

 

THE PURPOSE OF THE RESEARCH 

 

Birmingham City Council undertook this research 
to gain a better understanding of the Council 
services that residents value most, and whether 
they have been affected by Council budget cuts to 
date. 
 

WHO DID WE SPEAK TO? 

 
A series of 16 focus groups were conducted across 
Birmingham between August and October 2014. A 
total of 128 residents were involved in the focus 
groups, all of whom were parents, elderly people 
or adults with specialist support needs. The focus 
groups targeted some of those most likely to be 
affected by future Council service changes 
therefore is not representative of the general 
population of Birmingham. 
 
The focus groups provided residents with an 
opportunity to talk about what Council services 
are most important to them and how changes to 
these services have and may affect them and their 
families. 
 
The findings from the focus groups are 
summarised in this report. Residents talked about 
a wide range of services and experiences, but 
unfortunately not all of these insights can be 
included in this document. It is important to note 
that the term resident is used throughout the 
report; this refers to residents at the focus groups 
rather than the wider residents of Birmingham. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

WHAT HAPPENS NEXT 

 

This research highlights what services these 
residents value most. The findings have been 
considered by the Council’s decision makers and 
helped to shape this year’s budget proposals. 
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Of the people at the focus groups, many felt that services for children and young people are crucial. Residents 
spoke at length about services they value for both them and their children, these included: Children’s Centres, 
education, youth centres and summer holiday clubs.  Services like this were described as ‘life savers’ and 
parents often said they did not know what they would do without them.  

 
 

Children’s Centres 
 

Most parents at the focus groups who had 
young children had used or currently use 
Children’s Centres. They are viewed as 
valuable resources offering direct services such 
as stay and plays and parenting classes. 
Centres are also important sources of 
information about other services that can 
support families. The Children’s Centres were 
seen as crucial for both the children and the 
parents. For children in terms of social 
interaction and development, building 
confidence, and getting involved in a wider 
range of activities. Parents benefited by 
meeting people in their area who are in similar 
situations and are dealing with the same 
issues. Parents also valued parental classes. 
 

Impact if removed  
 

Parents said they would be lonely without the 
interaction offered by Children’s Centres.  
Parents also stated 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.  Without any services parents 
felt 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 already the case and that 
they have been staying at home more 
frequently because of reduced services.    
 

Call for improvement 
 

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. These clubs also 
provide parents with a welcome break from 
childcare. 

 

 

Youth Clubs 
 

Residents reported a lack of youth clubs and 
activities, resulting in more young people on the 
streets which made residents feel less safe.  
Residents feel young people need a fun, 
structured place to go and gain role models 

outside the home.   
 

Education 
 

Several parents want improvements in the 
provision and access to appropriate school and 
college places.  Many had experienced problems 
with the application process and accessing 
support to navigate this system. Parents had 
problems with children being allocated primary 
places too far away from their homes, e.g. two 
bus routes, and want higher quality school places 
locally.    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Children’s Services 

Early Years places 
 

Parents valued funded early years places, and 
most felt the quality of child care provision they 
have received was 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.   A few parents said free provision for one 
year olds has been reduced or removed as 
criteria have become stricter.   
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Support workers 
 

Family support workers are seen as a lifeline for 
many parents, for some they are the only 
person that helps and listens.  Support workers 
for people with mental health needs were seen 
as key to their independence and wellbeing. 

 
Impact if removed 
 

People are extremely concerned about 
potential cuts in these services. Residents said 
they would not know where to go for help if it 
was removed.  People felt that their health, 
both mental and physical, would deteriorate if 
the support was removed. 

 

Support and Preventative Services 

Many people across the focus groups value support; different examples of support are shown in the four boxes 
below. Residents felt if support was removed they would not be able to cope on their own. Crucially, residents 
felt that the support they received prevented issues from getting worse, and if this support were removed they 
would need access to more intensive statutory support.   

 
 

 
 

Drop-in sessions and day centres 
 

Many adults with mental health issues found 
drop in’s and day centres critical in their 
recovery process. People felt that being able to 
meet others with a shared understanding of 
mental illness is important. Drop in’s and day 
centres were said to improve individuals’ overall 
wellbeing.   
 

Impact if removed 
 

If removed users felt they would feel a lot more 
isolated; have significantly lower confidence and 
independence; lose contact with friends and be 
able to do less outside the home. 
 

 

 

Support for carers 
 

Support for carers includes respite for adults 
and financial assistance. Carers found respite 
vital as it gives them time to recharge, it also 
gives carers and the cared for an opportunity to 
meet new people. The Community Care Grant 
was seen as important as it helped assist 
residents who are struggling financially.  

 
Impact if removed 
 

Funding for some respite has reduced; people 
affected feel that there is now not enough 
support for carers in their role. National 
Government has stopped the Community Care 
Grant and as a result residents are relying more 
on families and friends, while others were using 
credit cards and getting into debt.  
 

 

Activities for children with specialist needs 
 

Parents stressed the importance of support for 
children with specialist needs. Parents valued 
specialist services that allow children to have a 
release for their energy and provide additional 
support e.g. anger management.   

 
Impact if removed 
 

Parents said if these services were removed it 
would: increase stress; siblings and the child in 
need would miss out on dedicated time and 
support; and parents would struggle to find an 
alternative service. 
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Residents at the 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.  Residents spoke about receiving advice and guidance at children’s centres, 
community centres, charities and neighbourhood offices. Residents rate the importance of advice and guidance 
highly and often said how they would be lost, in debt or at risk of homelessness without this support.  Many 
residents had complaints about the customer service they received when getting advice and guidance. 

 
 

Advice and Customer Services 

Neighbourhood Offices 
 

Most residents using Neighbourhood Offices reported issues with the quality of advice and service they 
received, as a result many relied on charities instead where they received a good quality of service. Many 
residents commented on the closure of some Neighbourhood Offices. Residents with specialist support 
needs and wider residents rely on Neighbourhood Offices to support them with benefits and financial 
issues, and considered these services to be very important. Recent closures made travelling to 
Neighbourhood Offices difficult. Reduced services have made getting appointments more difficult and 
waiting times longer; use of phone line booking was problematic for non-English speakers and those with 
sensitive or specialist needs.  

Customer Services 
 

Good customer service is important to people. Very often residents reported experiences of poor customer 
service with the Council. The negative impact of poor communication and lack of action was said to have 
lessened people’s 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 clearly making a call for improvement.    
 

 

 

Libraries and Leisure Centres 

Leisure Centres 

Residents said Leisure Centres are important especially for health and  

social reasons, and felt that Leisure Centres can improve people’s mental 

health by getting them out of the house to do different activities.  Many 

used the Be Active scheme accessing free gym and swimming facilities, 

which was valued highly.   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. 

Libraries 
 

Residents use libraries primarily to borrow books but also to use computer 
and printing facilities, find information, engage in social and educational 
activities, and attend homework clubs.  Some residents found libraries a 
good way to get out and view them as an easy access point to social 
activities. Residents seemed less passionate about the importance of 
libraries than other services, and the contribution they make to their 
 quality of life, although some said the loss of libraries would be very 
unfortunate. 
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Parks 
 

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 the free tennis tables that 
have been placed in parks, which are used by 
teenagers and older children. There were mixed 
responses about the quality of parks, some 
residents felt this has improved whereas others 
felt the parks have got worse over the years. 
Several residents said they did not feel safe or 
comfortable using local parks due to groups of 
young people hanging around and people 
asking for money. Others said parks contained 
drug paraphernalia or were dominated by 
youths.  
 

Wheelie Bins 
 

The majority of residents were very positive 
about the introduction of the new wheelie bins 
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 was a lack of awareness around the 
assisted collection service, (a service provided 
for householders who are unable to take their 
bins to the kerbside because of disability or ill 
health.) Many elderly and disabled residents 
feared they would be left to do this 
themselves.  

Some residents had complaints about refuse 
collections not taking place, refuse collectors 
leaving rubbish remains on the streets and 
parked up vehicles that did not appear to be 
undertaking their rounds.   

 

 

 Environmental Services 

Bulky and Green Waste 
 

The majority of people in the focus groups said 
the new fees for green waste collection and 
bulky waste were causing real issues in their 
neighbourhoods. The increased fees have meant 
some people are leaving green and bulky waste 
on the streets causing unsightliness and vermin. 
Many residents felt that fly tipping has increased 
dramatically.  It was felt that the charge was 
counterproductive, as the Council will eventually 
end up collecting the waste that has been 
dumped on the street.  
 

 

Most residents across the focus groups felt that the Council should prioritise services that keep their local 
environment clean and safe. 
 
Residents frequently complained of a general decline in the cleanliness of the environment. Almost all residents 
spoke negatively of the impact of changes regarding bulky and green waste. Increased levels of fly tipping were 
commonly reported and many residents spoke negatively about the lack of action from the Council in 
addressing the issue of vermin. In general, people valued parks (especially those with young children), however 
there were mixed opinions as to whether local parks were good or bad quality and safe. 

 
 

 

Leaf fall 
 

Some residents had experienced issues with 
fallen leaves in the street. One person along with 
her neighbours picked up fallen leaves and put 
them in the green bags. However the new green 
waste charge had stopped them from doing this. 
This shows a lack of awareness of services as the 
Council will provide and collect bags where 
residents are removing green waste from 
 public streets. 


