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Introduction

Effective communication with our customers, our Councillors and our staff is essential in order to fully achieve our potential.

The Council, following its restructure, is embarking on a programme of improvement to become an “Excellent” Council by 2010 and to be recognised as a high performing Council with an emphasis on partnership working and engaging the community.  Excellent communication will be key in helping the Council meet this target and therefore a Corporate Communications Strategy, with agreed objectives and an action plan, is key to the overall improvement of the Council.

The Strategy gives some background information, sets out the strategic priorities regarding communications and the action plan.

The Corporate Communications Strategy is a key document in helping the Council achieve its vision “To make the Harrogate District a better place to live, work and visit”.
P M Walsh

Chief Executive
Background Information

In May 2004 the Council was categorised as “Fair” following its Comprehensive Performance Assessment (CPA) by the Audit Commission.

In their summary assessment the Inspectors said:

“The Council has a high profile on some issues and staff, Councillors and partners were aware of recently published priorities.  There were examples of effective consultation activity and high public satisfaction with services in priority areas.

It was also identified that the Council did not clearly articulate its ambitions, provided limited community leadership to some sectors of the community and insufficient engagement with backbenchers and opposition”.

This assessment was supported by the Council’s own research and findings which had been undertaken during 2003 and 2004.

Staff Survey

A comprehensive staff survey was undertaken in October 2003.  The survey indicated that 62% of staff felt the Council communicated well with its staff, while 35% disagreed.  Out of the eight categories for staff to give their views on, communications came out as the top performer but there is room for improvement when these results were compared with other similar sized district authorities.  With regard to the receipt of information by staff 79% felt it was in a format easy to access, 77% said it was understandable, only 58% said it was timely and these were all above the local authority benchmarking.  

When asked about information being relevant, 73% stated it was relevant but when compared with the local authority benchmarking this was below average.

The top method for staff communicating was “word of mouth”, whilst staff felt that internal communications could be improved by team briefings (84%) and increased structure and regularity to communications.

Importantly, staff felt improved overall communication was the third highest action in helping to improve the organisation.

Customer Satisfaction Survey

In October to December 2003 the Council undertook a district-wide customer survey to inform its planning and performance assessment.

Respondents were asked how well informed the Council kept residents about its services and benefits it provides.

The outcomes were that:

· 11% felt they were very well informed

· 50% fairly well informed

· 25% given only limited amount of information

· 10% did not tell them much at all

Overall, 61% felt they were very or fairly well informed.  With regard to the breakdown, respondents aged 55 and over felt they were better informed.  In the 35-44 age group 30% felt they only had limited information and 29% in the 25-34 age group.

Corporate Strategy

The Council’s Corporate Strategy has a vision “To make the Harrogate District a better place to live, work and visit by preserving its heritage, enhancing its unique environment, delivering first-class public services and ensuring everyone can share in its success”.
The Strategy set out that the Council will organise its services to be customer focused and that staff and Councillors will adopt the values that the Council must be responsive by listening and responding to the needs of people, open by telling the people about the Council and what it does.

This approach is underpinned by six corporate principles including accessibility by providing people with a wide choice of how they contact and access our services.

Review

Following the CPA assessment, the Council reviewed its strategic approach and revised its SWOT analysis to clarify one of its weaknesses as:

“Lack of corporacy, coupled with lack of clarity and communication of corporate priorities”.

To address this and other outcomes, the Council set itself seven Corporate Improvement actions, one of which was:

“Explaining clearly to employees, partners and local people what it is the Council is trying to achieve”.

As an outcome of the CPA assessment and corporate review the Council undertook internal restructuring in November 2004 to address its weaknesses and to implement the improvements required.

From this the Council created a Corporate Policy and Improvement Department and the Media and Communications function transferred to this Department to reflect its key central role in helping deliver improvement and to recognise it as a key function within the Council.

The Corporate Communications Strategy is one of the key documents that need to be in place to begin to improve the organisation.

Context

There have been improvements in the way the Council communicates over the past few years but the Council continues to face new and difficult challenges which increase the need for clear communication to all sectors of the community.  These are:

· Poor image of local government nationally.

· The Council faces difficult issues and has limited finance and challenging Government targets to meet.

· Internally, the restructure and future changes in service delivery (front/back office split) will impact on traditional working and communication methods.

· Staff surveys and staff groups have identified the fact that there are good methods of internal to communications but there was also an opportunity for further improvement

Against this background it is essential that the Strategy seeks to address these issues with a clear approach and action plan.

Key Stakeholders

The Council needs to identify its key stakeholders who it wishes to communicate with.  Broadly, the Council’s stakeholders are all those individuals and groups of people who are involved in or affected by its activities.

However, it is helpful to set out these within specific groups.  These are as follows:

· Residents and Service Users

Community Groups

Residents and users

Visitors (linking into work carried out by Harrogate International Centre)

Businesses

Hard to Reach Groups (Young People, etc)

Tenants

· Members

Executive/Cabinet Members

Scrutiny/Regulatory Committees

Ward Councillors

· Partners

Voluntary Sector

Public Agencies (Police, PCT, Health Trust, etc)

Regional Agencies

Government Agencies

MPs, MEPs

Parish Councils

Neighbouring Local Authorities and Agencies

· Employees

Directors

Heads of Service

All Staff

Employee Groups

Trade Unions

· Media

Local Media

National Media

Specialist Press

All the above groups need to be addressed within the Strategy.

Aims and Principles of the Strategy

The aim of all Council communications will be:

“To build and protect Harrogate Borough Council’s reputation as a well managed Authority, that is helping make Harrogate district a better place to live, work and visit”.

To achieve this, the Council is committed to providing excellent communications to all its stakeholders and has adopted the following key principles which it expects anyone communicating with those stakeholders to follow.  These are to be:

· Open and Honest:  The Council will be as open as possible about its decision making and activities and will never knowingly mislead.

· Accurate and Easily Accessible Communication:  The Council will be easily contactable and clear and helpful in its responses.

· Equal and Inclusive:  All communication should be accessible to all those who need it, including the hard to reach groups.  Our communication should demonstrate inclusivity and not favour any groups.

· Clearly Branded:  All communication should adhere to accepted corporate style and be easily identifiable as originating from Harrogate Borough Council.

· Cost Effective:  The Council will always try to deliver best value in its communication.

· Legal:  The Council will comply with relevant legislation, national and local protocols and codes of practice.

Strategic priorities

The Corporate Communications Strategy has four strategic priorities.  These are:

Key Priority One External Communication

Through external communication to achieve improved public perception and understanding of the Council and its services.

Key Priority Two - Internal Communication

Through internal communication to increase staff and Councillors’ understanding of the values, aims, principles and objectives of the Council.

Key Priority Three - Corporate Identity

To strengthen the Council’s visual profile locally, regionally and nationally through consistent use of a strong corporate identity.  Links can and will be made with work of the Harrogate International Centre over these areas. 

Key Priority Four - e-Communication

To maximise the opportunities to communicate effectively through the use of new technology.

These key priorities are in line with the Council’s Corporate Plan and will be reviewed at regular intervals with a comprehensive review in 2008 of the Corporate Communications Strategy.

Strategic Objective One - External Communications

To achieve improved public perception and understanding of the Council and its services.

To achieve this strategic priority within the Strategy, the following objectives have been agreed:

· We will protect and enhance the reputation of Harrogate Borough Council.

· We will earn understanding and support for the organisation.

· We will actively educate and inform the public about the Council.

· We will give strong support and attention to all geographical areas of the district.

It is accepted that there is a direct correlation between the amount of information residents have about the Council and their confidence and support in the Council.  In the 2003/2004 customer satisfaction survey, the group who felt the most informed (aged 55 and over) were also the group which was the most satisfied with the Council.

Residents need to know about the Council and what it does and this will rely on good communication processes through a wide variety of methods.

The media is one of the primary sources of information about the Council for residents (and for staff, as the staff survey showed) and so ongoing improvements in the Council’s approach to media are outlined in the action plan.

Strategic Objective Two - Internal Communication

To increase staff and Councillors’ understanding of the aims and objectives of the Council.

To achieve this strategic priority within the Strategy, the following objectives have been agreed:

· We will inform all our staff and Councillors of issues and events that affect the Council and the impact it will have upon them.

· We will develop a strong two-way flow of information within the Council.

· We will listen and talk to staff and Councillors in the ongoing running of the Council and feed back outcomes.

It is crucial that both staff and Councillors are well informed and that they communicate to management any issues and actions that are emerging or are issues within the organisation.  The staff survey identified internal communication as one of the key areas that would improve the Council and therefore it is a key element in the action plan.

Strategic Objective Three - Corporate Identity

To strengthen the Council’s visual profile locally, regionally and nationally through consistent use of a strong corporate identity.

To achieve this strategic priority within the Strategy, the following objectives have been agreed:

· We will always adhere to the guidelines laid out in the agreed corporate identity and protocol guidebook (currently being developed).

· We will provide information in a clearly branded, concise fashion both to internal and external audiences.

· We will promote the individual services of the Council but within the framework of the corporate identity.  Special arrangements will be made to protect the Harrogate International Conference Centre’s separate brand image.

The establishment of a consistent and strong corporate identity is crucial to ensure that people are aware of the Council and its activities.  The introduction of a Council-wide style guide will begin to simplify the current over-complex and individual approaches and achieve an increased quality.  This is also a key part of the action plan.

Strategic Objective Four - e-Communication

To maximise the opportunities to communicate effectively through the use of new technology.

To achieve this strategic priority, the following objectives have been agreed:

· We will use the Council’s website to promote the Council and its services and facilitate channels that the public can use to communicate with us.

· We will use the Intranet to communicate with staff and Councillors and encourage its use.

· We will support the use of e-communication by training of staff and Councillors in its use.

· We will continually seek to exploit opportunities presented by electronic communication both internally and externally.


· We will comply with all legal and statutory guidelines.

The development and availability of new technologies provide considerable opportunities to improve and extend communication to staff, Councillors and the community.  We must seek to exploit this and look to actively engage with residents using these tools.

Action Plan

The action plan for the implementation of the Corporate Communications Strategy is set out in Appendix 1 for information.

This will be monitored by the key Executive Director and the Corporate Management Team through a number of key targets which are outlined later.  The Communications and Media Manager, along with the Communications Action Group, will be responsible for the implementation and co-ordination of the Strategy.

Key Targets

It is crucial that the objectives and aims are translated into measurable targets.  Within the communication area this is often difficult to do and often it is related to overall customer/resident satisfaction.

The Corporate Communications Strategy should help deliver these agreed targets:

Target 1

To increase residents’ level of awareness of Council services.

Target 2

To increase staff satisfaction with information/communication in the Council.

Target 3

To increase Councillors’ awareness of Council services and processes.

Target 4

To increase positive coverage of Council activities through the media.

Target 5

To increase brand recognition on a regional and national level.

Target 6

To achieve the top quartile in the I&DeA measure of performance for local government communications.

Currently, there are no targets adopted for communications within the Council.  Part of the work of the action plan will be to establish local performance indicators to address this issue.  Early action will be collection of baseline information so progress can be tracked.

In addition to the local performance indicators, the Corporate Communications Strategy will be tested in a number of other ways.  These will include:

Inspections:  Both CPA and Best Value Reviews will consider how the Council communicates and will provide suggestions for improvement.

Stakeholder Surveys:  Stakeholder surveys need to include questions on how well they are informed about service and how open the Council is.  Surveys related to service provision are included in the Community Engagement Register and appropriate links should be made.

Outline performance indicators related to the target are set out in Appendix 2 for consideration.

Responsibility for Corporate Communications Strategy

The responsibility for good communications is important for every employee and Councillor.  However, the responsibility for implementing and driving the Corporate Communications Strategy once it is adopted must be shared with a range of different groups.  These are:

Councillors

By actively applying its principles to all aspects of their work. 

Chief Executive and Directors

By supporting the Strategy and ensuring its implementation and compliance in their departments.  They will also need to apply the principles throughout their work.

Heads of Service

They need to take responsibility for applying the Strategy and ensuring compliance within their service area.

Communications Action Group

The formation of this Group (drawn from the “key communicators” in each department) will provide support, advice and auditing of the Communications Strategy and provide contributions on information for media.  It will also provide support to the Communications and Media Manager.

Communications and Media Manager

Will provide the lead for the Strategy and will co-ordinate the action plan and the monitoring.

They will also lead on the issues within the Strategy supported by the groups above.

Staff

All staff need to keep up with information provided in whatever form. 

Training and Implementation

The Corporate Communications Strategy identifies a range of issues that can only be delivered by increased training on communications for employees and Councillors.

It is particularly important that this is part of any management development programme that the Council develops and implements.

Conclusion
The adoption of the Council’s first Corporate Communications Strategy provides a big challenge to the organisation as the four strategic objectives are far-reaching and rely on everyone to be involved in their delivery.

However, good communications are essential for a well managed Council and we need to be committed to communicating more effectively with residents, partners and staff.

The Council is going into a period of change and this makes effective communication critical to continuing success.

The Corporate Communications Strategy sets out how we can achieve that success.

Six Point Checklist

Harrogate Borough Council recognises the importance of communication.  Therefore, the Council will:

1. Make sure clear communication is in place for everything it does to maximise public information and minimise confusion.



2. Will communicate clearly, openly, accurately and regularly with public, partners and each other to give a better service to the public.



3. Ensure all our communications are produced in “Plain English” and will be timely and of appropriate quality.



4. Ensure all our communication and promotional material issued by the Council is branded and identifiable as being from the Council and will include key contact details.



5. Will show respect for those to whom it is addressed.



6. Will be prepared in line with Council policies on freedom of information, data protection, diversity, customer care and environmental sustainability.

Corporate Communication Strategy - Action Plan

Objective One - External Communication
(Key:  LM = Lynne Mee     CAG = Communication Action Group     CEx = Chief Executive     SM = Steve Metcalfe     SP = Steve Prosser     RvT = Rob van Tol 

TIPS = Training and Investors in People Steering Group)    HR = Human Resources    KVD = Kevin Douglas    AW = Andy West    PNS = Paula Newson Smith    RJ = Rose Johnston

DCPI = Department of Corporate Policy and Improvement)

	Action
	Lead
	Timescale
	Outcome
	Notes

	Revise and publish media guidelines and protocols.
	LM
	October
	Improved consistency and co-ordination of press/media.
	Year 1

	Establish communications action group to forge better links between departments and media.
	KVD/LM
	October
	Provide support to Communications and Media Manager.  Increase output.
	Year 1

	Develop press release guidelines for officers.
	LM
	November
	Improve quality of information.
	Year 1

	Establish quarterly meetings with media reps and communications action group.
	LM
	December
	Build better relationships between officers/departments and improve skills.
	Year 1

	Develop media calendar linked to Corporate Plan.
	LM
	January 2006
	Establish links to key issues.  Prepare.
	

	Develop a twice-yearly District-wide bulletin.
	KVD
	2006/2007
	To improve recognition of Council and achievements.
	Need to consider approach and funding.

and Year 2

	Publish Councillor guide.
	AW
	November
	Increased awareness of Councillors.  CMM input.
	Year 1/2/3

	Ensure publication of key leaflets meet standards.
	LM/CAG
	From Jan 2006
	Include Council Tax, accounts.
	Year 1/2

	Support Heads of Service with communication issues.
	LM/CAG
	On going
	
	Year 1/2/3

	Ensure customer care standards are communicated.
	PNS
	March 2006
	Input from CMM.
	

	Ensure Community Engagement Strategy links to Media Plan.
	RJ
	On going
	Achieve maximum effectiveness.  Input from CMM
	

	Develop new communication methods/ channels for hard-to-reach groups.
	LM/RJ
	January 2006
	Improved information to hard-to-reach groups.
	

	Develop events for “Local Democracy Week”.
	KVD/LM
	Annually October
	Increased awareness.  Linked to Democratic and Legal Services.
	October 2005

	Promotion and implementation of “Plain English” in literature.
	LM/CEx
	On going
	Update Council’s Plain English Guidelines and re-launch.
	

	General Actions

	Agree annual targets for monitoring purposes.
	KVD/LM
	July
	Agreed targets that can be monitored on a regular cycle.
	Year 1

	Undertake Member survey on communication to establish baseline.
	LM
	October
	Production of baseline of satisfaction and actions for improvement.
	Year 1/2/3

	Undertake media personnel survey to establish satisfaction baseline.
	LM
	November
	Production of baseline of satisfaction and actions for improvement.
	Year 1 and 3

	Develop and maintain electronic photo library/archive.
	SM
	Ongoing
	Availability of images to staff/ media for promotional purposes.
	

	Ensure communication built into corporate project planning process.
	KVD/LM
	July/August
	Corporate Project guidance contains notes on communication.
	

	Ensure compliance with FOI, Data Protection, etc.
	SP
	Ongoing
	Regular checks/audit on information and communication.
	

	Investigate opportunities for shared services/joint working with key strategic partners.
	LM
	2006/2007
	Increased co-operation and sharing of resources and information.
	Year 1/2/3

	Seek to identify and secure external resource to support Media Strategy.
	LM
	2006/2007
	Use of grant aid/placement/ volunteers to undertake project work.
	Year 1/2


Objective Two - Internal Communications
(Key:  LM = Lynne Mee     CAG = Communication Action Group     CEx = Chief Executive     SM = Steve Metcalfe     SP = Steve Prosser     RvT = Rob van Tol 

TIPS = Training and Investors in People Steering Group)    HR = Human Resources    KVD = Kevin Douglas    AW = Andy West    PNS = Paula Newson Smith    RJ = Rose Johnston… MC = Mark Codman, DCPI = Department of Corporate Policy and Improvement)
	Action
	Lead
	Timescale
	Outcome
	Notes

	Staff

	Review Council Talk and re-launch.
	LM/CAG
	Completed and ongoing
	Twelve issues a year.  Employees and Members feel informed.
	Link to objective 4.

	Promote employee briefing sessions “bite size” briefings.
	KVD/LM
	November
	Ongoing briefings on key issues on regular programme.  Shared learning events publicised.
	

	Develop “Newsflash” system to increase staff awareness.
	SM
	2006/2007
	Provide key messages quickly to staff.
	Link to objective 4.

	Increase communication between Chief Executive and staff.
	
	On going
	Re-emphasise the personal/less formal communication.
	

	Input into induction on key role of media.
	LM
	Ongoing
	Improve awareness.  Promotion of corporate ID and media protocol.
	

	Develop notice board protocol.
	LM/CAG
	May 2006
	Consistent standard of notice boards within Authority.
	

	Consider new ways for internal communication.
	CAG
	May 2006
	Develop dialogue to encourage two-way communication.
	

	To develop a corporate team briefing system.
	DCPI
	2006/2007
	Improved internal communication with staff.
	Year 1/2

	Produce monthly bulletin of decisions by Directors/Cabinet Members.
	Member Services
	2006/2007
	Increase information about Council action.
	

	Members

	
	
	
	.
	

	Produce Members’ guidelines to support media contact.


	LM
	October 
	Improved communication.  Include contacts, deadline dates, etc.
	Year 1

	Provide Member training for new Councillors.
	LM
	May 2006
	
	

	Produce Member bulletin of key activities/actions.
	Member Services
	2006/2007
	Linked to media calendar.
	

	Develop Member briefing sessions on key issues.
	DCPI
	On going
	Improved awareness.  Build into planning process.
	

	General

	Training in communications both internal and external.
	CMM/

TIPS
	On going
	To ensure managers have the skills required to communicate in line with the Corporate Communications Strategy.
	Year 1/2/3

	Input into staff survey to ensure feedback on communication.
	MC
	Completed by October 2006
	Ensure questions in staff survey to monitor satisfaction on communications CCM input.
	

	Input into District Panel/General Satisfaction Survey to ensure feedback on communication.
	LM
	On going
	Ensure questions in General Satisfaction Survey/District Panel to monitor satisfaction.
	


Objective Three - Corporate Identity
(Key:  LM = Lynne Mee     CAG = Communication Action Group     CEx = Chief Executive     SM = Steve Metcalfe     SP = Steve Prosser     RvT = Rob van Tol 

TIPS = Training and Investors in People Steering Group)    HR = Human Resources    KVD = Kevin Douglas    AW = Andy West    PNS = Paula Newson Smith    RJ = Rose Johnston… MC = Mark Codman.   DCPI = Department of Corporate Policy and Improvement)
	Action
	Lead
	Timescale
	Outcome
	Notes

	Review corporate ID and implement a corporate identity policy including all agreed standards.
	LM/SH/

KVD
	January 2006
	Clear corporate ground rules and agreed standards of presentation.  Corporate guide book produced.
	Year 1/2

	Support and promote “success” events/ activities/awards to regional/national audience.
	LM/CAG
	On going
	National profile.
	Year 1/2/3

	Support applications for awards/ schemes of recognition.
	LM/CAG
	On going
	National profile.
	Ongoing

	Implement corporate quality control of publications.
	LM/CAG
	2006/2007
	Sample audit of leaflet and literature and feedback improvements.
	Year 1/2/3

	Ensure regular stories/articles to key local government press.
	LM/CAG
	ON going
	National profile.
	Year 1/2/3

	Ensure literature to job applicants is used to promote Council.
	HR
	On going
	Improved quality of candidates.  Increased profile.
	Link to HR.


Objective Four - E-Communication
(Key:  LM = Lynne Mee     CAG = Communication Action Group     CEx = Chief Executive     SM = Steve Metcalfe     SP = Steve Prosser     RvT = Rob van Tol 

TIPS = Training and Investors in People Steering Group)    HR = Human Resources    KVD = Kevin Douglas    AW = Andy West    PNS = Paula Newson Smith    RJ = Rose Johnston… MC = Mark Codman …DCPI = Department of Corporate Policy and Improvement
	Action
	Lead
	Timescale
	Outcome
	Notes

	Ensure website is customer-friendly and provides appropriate customer focus.
	RvT/LM
	
	Increase in satisfaction rates with website.
	To be agreed with

S Metcalfe

	Develop use of Internet as key means of information for all sectors.
	RvT/LM
	
	Increase “hits” on the website.
	To be agreed with

S Metcalfe

	Develop staff use of Intranet.
	SM/LM
	
	Increase use and effectiveness of the Intranet.
	To be agreed with

S Metcalfe

	Develop Councillors’ use of Intranet.
	SM/LM
	
	Introduce Intranet to Members to increase information.
	To be agreed with

S Metcalfe

	Develop website for use for marketing and media information.
	RvT/

Marketing Officers
	
	Utilise web for marketing opportunities.
	To be agreed with

S Metcalfe

	Ensure web authors have composite guide for consistent standards.
	RvT/LM
	
	Consistent approach to website “look and feel”.
	To be agreed with

S Metcalfe


Appendix 2

Targets

Target 1
-
Resident Awareness
(A)
Total of residents that feel better informed.

	2002
	2005
	2008

	
	
	



Evaluation:
Residents’ survey (every 3 years)


Baseline:
61%


Target:
65% by 2006/2007

Target 2
-
Staff Awareness
(A)
Total of staff who feel that the Council communicates well with employees.

	2003
	2005
	2007

	
	
	



Evaluation:
Employee Survey (every 2 years)


Baseline:
62% - 2003 Survey


Target:
70% by 2006 Survey

(B)
Total of staff who feel information is relevant, well presented and timely.


Evaluation:
Employee Survey (every 2 years)


Baseline:
73% - Relevant




73% - Well Presented




58% - Timely


Target:
75% by 2006 - Relevant




75% by 2006 - Well Presented




65% by 2006 - Timely

Target 3
-
Councillor Awareness

(A)
Total of Councillors who feel well informed about the Council and how well it communicates with them.


Evaluation:
Member Survey (every year)


Baseline:
To be established by Survey


Target:
+5% by 2006 (target to be finalised)

Target 4
-
Positive Media Coverage

(A)
Number of press releases issued each year.


Evaluation:
Press release database (annual)


Baseline:
 


Target:
 

(B)
Percentage of press releases used in local media.


Evaluation:
Survey of press cuttings


Baseline:
 Percentage of press releases used and to what level


Target:


Validated by external analysis (media agency)
(C)
Journalist satisfaction with media service.


Evaluation:
Survey of Journalists (every 2 years)


Baseline:
 To be established


Target:
+5% of base by 2007 (target to be finalised)

Target 5
-
Increase recognition of Council at regional and




national level

(A)
Number of regional and national articles/stories in media.


Evaluation:
Press cuttings database (annual)


Baseline:
 


Target:
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