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Getting the best from Salford People

Reforming the city council’s flagship publication

1.0 Introduction

1.1 Salford People has been in existence for almost three years. It first appeared in June 1999. It is intended to be the city council’s flagship publication, the key communications tool by which the city council provides information to residents. It replaced a tabloid newspaper, the Salford Citizen.

1.2 About 18 months ago, Salford People teamed up with ON in Salford, the city’s definitive events publication, and the two separate publications are now distributed together to all households in the city.

1.3 Local and national research tells us that the city council’s publication is a key means of keeping residents informed. Our own Quality of Life survey of around 1,100 households, conducted in 1998, showed that 30.3% of residents said they found out about services the council offers ‘from their own magazine’. This compares to the 53% of residents who said they found out ‘from a local newspaper’, 29.7% ‘through leaflets delivered through my door’ and 21.1% ‘through friends and neighbours’. 

1.4 Research by MORI for local authorities around the country shows very similar results. Typically, around a third of residents say they use the council’s own publication and often say they prefer this as a way of getting information about local services.

1.5 Further, MORI research tells us that nationally, around 70% of residents say they prefer to telephone their local authority when they want to get in touch with us. Again, our own Quality of Life survey showed a similar outcome, with around 67% of respondents answering the question ‘How would you get in touch with the council’ with ‘By telephone’.

1.6 The conclusions we can draw from this research are that our own publications play an important part in keeping residents informed about events, developments and decisions in and affecting their area. Where we do provide information, we must ensure telephone numbers are available throughout the publications, are up to date and correct, and signpost people to help they can get from the local authority.

2.0 Objectives

2.1 When it was originally launched, the magazine was designed to:

a) a provide a lively, cost-effective and accessible magazine about Salford;

b) inform and consult residents and others in a timely manner about council and city matters.

The magazine was also designed to help the city council reform its communications practice in the following ways:

c) bring together communications resources in the production of a single 'flagship' publication;

d) promote the city council as one organisation - by reducing the number of

publications we produce and helping improve those we do produce;

e) enhance good communications practice in both Salford People and ON - by distributing to every household, we are targeting our key audience.

Finally, the purpose of the publication was to:

f) promote and explain the role and decisions of the local authority;

g) promote Salford as a city of national importance; 

h) demonstrate partnership between organisations at work in the city;

i) offer regular opportunities to consult residents.

3.0 Reasons why the publications need review

3.1 These are the key issues which currently affect the production of Salford People and ON in Salford: 

a) the city council is reviewing the brand and visual identity for the city, and intends to update the city council’s visual identity once this work is complete. This new identity can be reflected and promoted through a new-look publication;

b) any survey of residents’ views to be carried out this year gives the authority the opportunity to assess product recognition and the usefulness of the product to residents. We can use this year’s Quality of Life survey to help improve the way we communicate with residents;

c) the Salford Advertiser are planning improvements to the distribution of their publication, which may help overcome their current difficulties in reaching Salford’s most deprived communities. However, there will still be large areas of the city where they do not intend to attempt letterbox distribution;

d) the success of Salford People and ON as the city’s key publications means that we have reached the capacity of our current format. For example, our current distributors - the Royal Mail’s door to door service - won’t carry a product that weighs more than 100g. Salford People and ON in Salford together, with 32 pages in Salford People and 24 in ON, now weigh around 95g;

e) there are no resources dedicated full-time to the publications. Staff resources used to produce the publication are continually struggling to meet current deadlines;

f) existing financial arrangements mean the publications are overly reliant on earning income from internal clients instead of generating the best and most interesting content from those clients. This skews the tone and content of the publications;

g) the city council is looking at improving our communications with hard to reach groups including people with a visual disability and people for whom English is not their first language, as well as meeting the e-government challenge;

h) the city council remains committed to more effective communication and the demand from inside and outside the organisation for more information to be put into the public domain continues to grow;

i) the job of printing the publications is due to be put out to competitive tender. For the first time, we are considering inviting tenders for a three-year contract.

3.2 These are all reasons why this is a good time to review all issues regarding the publications and their production, with a view to establishing a plan for their development over the next three years or more.

4.0 The Four Cs

Brief consideration of the 4Cs is also helpful to us in considering the future of these publications.

4.1 Compare

Research by a number of organisations nationally now shows that most other local authorities now produce their own publications. 

The IDeA Communications Toolkit advocates local authorities publishing their own publications in order to improve communication with local residents. Research conducted by the toolkit team confirmed that around 80% of local authorities produce a residents publication of some description.

An extensive survey of local authority publications is conducted annually by a national local authority PR best value group. This evidence broadly shows that the typical local authority publication is either tabloid or A4 colour magazine, published either quarterly, six times a year or monthly, and features a wide range of local authority news from across the whole organisation, often with partners contributing too.

Here is a summary of the range of frequency and pagination from the 77 authorities who took part in the research. 

Salford People published six times a year, usually with 32 pages.

	
	Frequency Publication/year
	Number of pages

	Type (No resp)
	Most
	Least
	Average
	Most
	Least
	Average

	Counties (2)
	4
	2
	3
	24
	4
	14

	London B (7)
	22
	4
	10.3
	32
	8
	20

	Metropolitan (8)
	24
	3
	8.3
	32
	8
	16.5

	Unitaries (16)
	12
	2
	5
	32
	8
	16.5

	Average larger 
	
	
	6.7
	
	
	16.7

	Borough/D (44)
	24
	1
	4
	32
	4
	14

	Average overall
	
	
	5.3
	
	
	15.3


The table below gives an idea of the costs of the publication. Each edition of Salford People and ON together costs around £34,000, which equates to around 32p per household. This puts us at the top end of the scale compared to other authorities shown here, but it is important to remember that we are comparing our current costs to figures for other authorities which are more than a year out of date, and that we are effectively getting two magazines for our money.

	Type (no responses)
	Highest cost/copy
	Lowest cost/copy
	Average cost/copy

	Borough/District (44)
	35p
	4p
	17p

	Counties (2)
	18p
	5p
	12p

	Unitaries (16)
	24p
	5p
	12p

	London Boroughs (7)
	21p
	0p*
	10p

	Metropolitans (8)
	9p
	3p
	6p

	Average of 77
	
	
	12p


* detail in the appendices.  

Many local authorities employ staff specifically to produce this and other key publications produced by the local authority.

We hold a library of publications from other local authorities, as well as further examples and extracts from the above research.

The table below gives a comparison of the publications produced by Greater Manchester authorities.

	Name of authority
	Title
	Format
	Frequency
	Pages
	Distribution
	Comments

	Salford
	Salford People
	A4 colour mags
	6 a year
	24-32

+ 24
	solus
	Also distribute a 24/32 page A5 mag ON in Salford

	Bolton
	Bolton Scene
	Tabloid
	12 a year
	
	solus
	Recently reviewed. Formerly a tabloid inside the BEN twice a year

	Bury
	Bury Metro News
	Tabloid
	2 a year
	
	
	

	Manchester
	Manchester People
	Tabloid
	4 a year
	12-16
	solus
	-

	Oldham
	The Oldhamer
	Tabloid
	12 a year
	
	
	Recently reviewed. Originally began during 2001 as a colour A4 mag.

	Rochdale
	-
	
	-
	
	
	-

	Stockport
	Update/Civic Review
	Tabloid
	2 a year
	
	
	

	Tameside
	Tameside Citizen
	Tabloid
	12 a year
	
	solus
	

	Trafford
	Trafford Today
	Tabloid
	12 a year
	
	solus
	

	Wigan
	Wigan Life
	A4 colour mag
	6 a year
	
	solus
	


4.2 Consult

Reference is made above to the outcome of the city council’s 1998 Quality of Life survey and to similar national research. Broadly, this data confirms that residents will use some kind of publication from their local authority.

Reader research during 2002 echoed the results of similar past research, that the magazines are popular with their readers, with a 86% ‘satisfied’ or ‘very satisfied’ rating from readers.

Salford Advertiser telephone research, conducted last year, demonstrated that the local newspaper has a very high recognition rating – much higher than our own publication. This emphasises that no matter what priority we give to our own publication, it clearly must not be at the expense of local media relations.

Further street questionnaire research about distribution, usefulness and favourability of Salford People is currently being conducted, and will be reported shortly.

4.3 Challenge

There are clearly alternatives to producing our own publication in the way we do now.

These include producing the publication in other ways, such as the options examined in further detail, below.

Other means of improving communications with local residents include:

a) replacing a publication by revamping the city council’s website; 

b) abandoning our own publication in favour of a closer relationship with the Salford Advertiser; 

c) producing nine locality publications more frequently than at present.

These and other alternatives are currently being reviewed in more detail, below.

a) Website

Considerable progress has been made in improving web content on the city council’s website since the appointment of a content manager for the city council.

However, web usage in Salford is currently still limited to around 20 per cent of households. Furthermore, recent national research shows that around 40% of UK residents still say they have ‘never’ been on the internet. Clearly, there are issues of accessibility which preclude the web being our only – or even our main means of presenting information to residents. On the other hand, there is no question that the instant delivery and infinite capacity of the web means we must ensure that web content development remains at the heart of our communications strategy. It is clearly a key tool in our toolkit, but for the foreseeable is unlikely to offer the penetration which a publication is able to offer.

Verdict: The web offers timeliness, where the publication offers accessiblity. Keep the publication, but use the two information sources to complement one another. 

b) Achieving a closer relationship with the Salford Advertiser

We are actively speaking to the Advertiser about the various options outlined in this report. We have had full and frank discussions with their senior management, and have been able to exchange useful information. However, there is no question that Salford has a very constrained media environment. We have had some success in achieving distinct city council content in the newspaper, such as the mayor’s column and the leader’s column, the community page and the crime file. Despite this, as the newspaper is the city’s only dedicated media, we feel we need to create a lively and distinctive alternative publication of our own. We might feel differently if there were other media dedicated to Salford content only, such as competing weekly papers, an evening title or a radio station or two, as there are in other GM districts. And reader and resident surveys demonstrate that there is a demand and an interest from a substantial minority of the city’s population for a ‘city’ publication of some description.

Verdict: The newspaper carries considerable weight with local residents, but comprises almost the whole of Salford’s media offer at present. We should use our publication to complement the news service the Advertiser offers…and work with the Advertiser and others to develop further alternatives.

c) Producing nine locality newsletters

The forthcoming report of the best value review of community engagement will contain specific recommendations about communications and community committees. We would like to see each community committee producing and distributing their own newsletter on a regular basis, and this will certainly be reflected in those recommendations. 

The city council remains committed to the idea of producing an annual community charter publication, with a separate edition for each of the nine locality areas. However, the cost of this product was not met last year. If this publication is to continue, and to develop in an appropriate way to the advantage of the community committees, it needs to be fully funded.

The chief advantage of a city-wide publication is the opportunity it offers to present a city image to residents, together with a consistent city-wide view of life in Salford. ‘Local’ publications are already established in some areas, and need greater encouragement. Matching the accessibility of a city wide publication with door to door distribution of nine separate ‘local’ publications would be extremely ambitious, and every bit as expensive as the Salford People project. This would be a natural development of the existing community newsletters, and could be used to complement available media.

Verdict: Needs extremely robust distribution arrangements. Extensive resources are needed. At the least, we should continue to develop the Charter.

4.4 Compete

The total cost of producing and distributing six editions Salford People and ON each year amounts to around £220,000. This includes a proportion of editorial staffing costs, all design costs, as well as print and door to door delivery.

This current cost can be expressed as approximately 34p per household for a 32 page Salford People with a 24 page ON in Salford in a poly bag and delivered through the letterbox by Royal Mail.

The biggest single element of cost of this project is for printing approximately 120,000 copies of each of the publications. The print contract for the publications has been regularly tendered in the past, and is overdue for re-tender now. Comparison with other local authorities shows these costs are at least comparable to what other authorities spend on their publications, however. 

We can show extensive information about the costs of different alternative formats for the publications, and believe that ours continues to show good value for money at present, as the tables at 4.1 above illustrate.

We need to gather further evidence of alternative projects to challenge our product further.

5.0 Issues for discussion

5.1 These are the issues the communications team would like to explore:

a) can we get partner organisations to take more of a stake in the product. Can we get them to provide more finance to make it possible?

b) is there more work to do to bring the two publications into one product?

c) is there a more cost-effective print format?

d) can the two magazines be used together more effectively to promote the city?

e) is there a completely different way of ensuring that city/city council news is published in a timely fashion in a range of formats (print, on-line, large print/audio, minority languages) 

f) can we improve the consistency of the product from the points of view of design, tone and quality?

g) can we be certain that the community charter costs will be met in full?

h) should we do more to link Salford People content to a formal consultation strategy for the authority and its partners?

i) can we create/use a more cost-effective production process which reduces the current heavy reliance on internal city council staffing skills and resources?

6.0 Key characteristics of a city publication

6.1 These are the principles preferred by the editorial board, outlined at the January meeting:

a) retain a separate, stand alone publication

b) maintain frequency of at least six editions a year

c) retain ON in Salford in its current, or in a similar, format

d) ensure the publication is targeted at the needs of readers by reflecting the role and positioning of the whole of the Salford Partnership

e) any relationship with the local newspaper the Salford Advertiser should not be at the expense of the ‘traditional’ editorial relationship we enjoy with the newspaper.

7.0 Options for the future

7.1 These are the options the editorial board have agreed we should consider, together with comments drawn from the above report:

a reform of the magazines along the lines of the current format, with the aim of reducing costs and building a more appropriate budget;

· We feel we have reached the capacity of our current arrangements. 

· Funding a more ambitious project will demand new resources from within the city council.

· Salford People is already an ambitious and costly project – can the existing resources be used a different way?

· The existing commitment to the Community Charter needs to be fully funded to its total cost of £30,000 to ensure the product continues to develop effectively.

a close working partnership with the Salford Advertiser, abandoning a stand alone publication by capitalising on the newspaper’s current advertising base;

· We aim to continue to develop our relationship with the Salford Advertiser, and not just in editorial issues;

· The newspaper have shown a great deal of interest in working with us;

· The distribution arrangements for the Advertiser are simply not comprehensive enough for our requirements, without separate investment from the city council;

· Salford’s media environment is already severely constrained.

· The Advertiser are already working well with us on editorial coverage of key initiatives. 

produce a single stand-alone publication;

· Whichever option we choose, we must give specific consideration to the issue of retaining an events magazine which can be distributed separately from a ‘news’ publication.

If we were to unite the two, we would need to devise an alternative publication with more of a ‘lifestyle’ – and therefore less of a ‘city council’ feel.

working with a publisher who would provide production management and editorial services and who would sell commercial advertising to help meet the costs of the publication.

· Reduces the cost to directorates

· Guarantees us the current effectiveness of distribution.

· Retains the idea of a stand-alone publication

· Reduces officer time spent on the publication

· Brings professional advertising/income generation skills to the table

produce a single publication in which our partners are actively involved, celebrating life in the city rather than the individual services available only/chiefly to residents.

· a report on this matter will be taken to the next meeting of the Salford Partnership

· Some costs of Salford People/ON in Salford are currently contributed by the partners. However, the costs of a city publication could be shared more extensively across the Partnership than at present;

· This option doesn’t close off the possibility of using advertising revenue to offset the cost.

7.2 The communications team have been collecting information and actively reviewing the arrangements for producing Salford People and ON for several months. We believe that the authority should retain a stand alone publication, but that it is difficult to make further progress with our current arrangements as the publications continue to thrive. In effect, we have been victims of our own success.

7.3 The editorial board’s views are invited on the options above.

