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Community Action Northumberland (CAN) Impact Survey - Autumn/Winter 2010

Background

For some time CAN has been looking at ways by which to improve its internal monitoring and evaluation. In previous years, a “paper” questionnaire has been posted to groups and organisations on CAN’s database to ask their opinion of CAN’s effectiveness. This is a staff-intensive exercise, both in posting out and in the analysis of results. The last was conducted two years ago and the response rate was very low – only 3% - despite a £50 prize being offered to increase responses. Current staff levels make it difficult to repeat this exercise.
The decision was made in 2010 to look at how new web-based survey methods could make the task easier. A survey was conducted by email during autumn 2010 to attempt to assess the impact of the work of the Community Development Officers (CDOs). A survey form was circulated to 17 of the groups with whom the CDOs were, or had just finished, working. The aim of the exercise was to test the process and the questions and therefore the groups were not truly representative. However the main aim was achieved.

A larger survey was then planned employing the web-based tool “Survey Monkey”.  The survey was conducted in December 2010 using the free version of the tool.  Because the survey is web-based the invitation to take part was sent to groups who had email contacts. It is estimated that less than 5% of contacts do not have email, so most of CAN’s clients can be reached by this method.
Results

Respondents were asked to rate a series of comments on CAN’s advice and support, as follows: 

1 means that the respondent strongly disagreed

2 means that the respondent disagreed

3 means that the respondent neither agreed or disagreed

4 means that the respondent agreed

5 means that the respondent strongly agreed

The questions covered topics such as charitable status, funding, business plans, staff/trustee training, recruitment/employment issues, management committees, financial management/accounts and identifying/responding to community needs. Because their experience was varied, not all groups answered all questions. To counter this, additional “General” questions were included to be answered by all groups. The questions were rather different in 2008, although covering similar ground. Therefore only the totals have been used for comparison.
Respondents were also able to add their own comments, although only 14 took the opportunity.  It is interesting to note that the only one negative comment related to continuity of staff: “Continuity of CAN personnel is important as knowledge and impetus is lost when there is a high turnover of staff”. Future uncertainty about funding is likely to continue to have an impact on staff turnover.
The results gained in the “email” survey were incorporated; bringing the number of groups surveyed to 105.  Of those, 57 groups responded – a response rate of 54%. The main results are as follows:

· 39% of respondents rated CAN’s support at 5 and another 39% were rated 4. A total of 78%. This compares to 68.63% in the ”paper” survey in 2008.
· Looking at the “General” questions alone, 96% of respondents rated CAN’s support at 4 or 5. This compares to 85.71% in the ”paper” survey in 2008.
Restrictions in the free version of Survey Monkey meant that there was some difference in the layout of the questions and one question from the “email” version had to be missed out in the web-based survey:

· 30 respondents reported that they had successfully gained grant aid as a result of CAN’s help. The “email” survey also asked what the total amount was. The answer was £108,068 - an average of just under £10,000 for each of11 groups. As CAN regularly works with more than 150 groups annually, a large amount of inward investment could be construed.

Conclusion

The response rate to the survey was extremely high, perhaps because of the ease of completing the web-based form. One respondent commented: “Survey very well laid out and easy to follow and complete. (About 10 minutes in all including checking)”
This exercise goes some way to demonstrate that the advice and support, which CAN provides, is valued by the groups we work with. One respondent commented: “We have been very impressed with the speed of response and the knowledge and skill base of the contacts within CAN. We have been given a huge amount of help that would have been very difficult to source anywhere else.”
Also, for the first time, we can make a direct link to inward investment for Northumberland. One respondent commented: “As an organisation relying totally on funding for our existence, it is comforting to know that CAN is there to help us with any information we need as regards funding applications.”

This type of survey will augment the report on outcomes and outputs, which we already produce. The “paid” version of the tool will gave a great deal more flexibility and will provide the ability to produce various types of report based on the data gathered. 

The full record of responses is available from janehart@ca-north.org.uk or marcjohnson@ca-north.org.uk
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