SUMMARY OF FINDINGS – STEVE WEBB E-MAIL CONSULTATIONS SURVEY

Executive Summary

Steve Webb’s e-mail consultation is an effective communication tool that is used to share information.  There is evidence that it has been an effective relationship building tool, with 76.7% of respondents suggesting that they are more supportive.  Notably it has persuaded both undecided voters, and those of other parties, to vote for Steve Webb in the 2005 General Election.  Clearly, the real strength of this communication channel is that it is two-way, enabling subscribers to share their views with their MP.  At the same time, it is in fact an effective one-way channel for Steve Webb to get across his views.  Indeed, there may be a correlation, it is quite possible that the fact subscribers are asked for their opinions may make them better disposed to hearing what Steve Webb has to say in return.  One of the key strengths of the e-mail consultations is that as well as influencing those who subscribe, it also clearly influences the wider discussions many subscribers have with other people.  However, the e-mail consultations have a limited ability to change policy opinions.  
The e-mail consultations may well have created an almost separate e-constituency which exists alongside the geographic constituency.  Certainly there is a strong sense of an online community. Individual comments made by respondents strongly suggest that this communication channel has definitely enhanced the MP-constituent relationship.  The two-way nature of the email list appears to strengthen the representative process.

Research Brief

This research, funded by the Centre for Public Communication Research, Bournemouth University, for a PhD project was conducted to discover who accesses, why and with what effect Steve Webb’s email consultations.

Research method and sample

Subscribers to Steve Webb’s e-mail consultations were asked to complete a web-hosted questionnaire from July-September 2007.  The questionnaire focused on motivation for subscribing, use and impact of the e-mail consultation list.  890 questionnaires were completed.  

There is a reasonable range of ages (Table 1) though the greater number of subscribers is in the 45-64 age range which does not exactly mirror societal patterns of access to the Internet.  The sample is slightly skewed to male respondents (Table 2).  The sample represents a very interesting Party cross-section (Table 3), and is quite clearly perceived to be Steve Webb’s e-mail consultations, and not necessarily a Liberal Democrat e-mail consultation. Respondents strongly associate the e-consultations with Steve Webb the individual MP, not necessarily as a Liberal Democrat MP.  Indeed, the single largest grouping (41.5%) vote for Steve Webb and not the Liberal Democrats.   There is a strong sense throughout from respondents that this is viewed as a non-partisan communication channel, rather it is about the relationship between an MP and their constituents.

Table 1 Age

	Under 18
	  11 (1.2%)

	18-24
	  35 (3.9%)

	25-34
	  72 (8.1%)

	35-44
	122 (13.7%)

	45-54 
	209 (23.5%)

	55-64
	259 (29.1%)

	65 and over
	182 (20.4%)


Table 2 Gender

	Male
	511 (57.4%)

	Female
	378 (42.5%)


NB: One respondent is missing
Table 3 Self-identification of voting behaviour
	I vote for Steve Webb not the Party
	369 (41.5%)

	A Liberal Democrat supporter
	211 (23.7%)

	A Conservative Party supporter
	112 (12.6%)

	An undecided voter
	90 (10.1%)

	A Liberal Democrat member
	48 (5.4%)

	I vote for another Party
	28 (3.1%)

	A Labour Party supporter
	22 (2.5%)


NB: The remaining 10 (1.1%) of respondents did not state their voting behaviour.

Key Findings (see Appendix 1 for full results)

· The most popular means by which subscribers hear about the e-mail consultations are from Steve Webb’s web site (32.8%) and Liberal Democrat leaflets (26.7%).

· There is very little attrition in terms of length of subscription.

· Motivation to subscribe is primarily based on a desire to be consulted (on local issues, 89.6%, on national issues 73.5%), receive unmediated information directly (54.8%) receive information (Steve Webb’s policy views, 48.9%, Steve Webb’s activities, 34%) and to inform their political views (38.2%). 

· Attitudes towards the content received is positive, with 78.8% finding the e-mail consultation list providing what they want most of the time, and 92.2% suggest that the material is relevant to them (presumably those for whom it is not relevant will unsubscribe).

· The e-mail consultations content is used in two, interrelated, ways.  First, it helps inform and shape the respondents own political views (67.5%).  Second, it has a ripple effect where the information is used by subscribers in their discussions with others (discussing politics with others, 43%, forward interesting material to friends, 30.2%).

· The effects of the e-mail consultations suggest: 

1) It is an effective means for Steve Webb to get across what he is doing on behalf of constituents (81.1%) and helps clarify his policy views (53.7%)

2) There is evidence that the e-mail consultations is helping to build and strengthen the relationship with subscribers, with 76.7% of respondents reporting that they are more supportive towards Steve Webb.

3) It has prompted nearly half (48.1%) to contact Steve Webb, which is presumably likely to further cement the relationship between MP and constituent.

4) More than a third (38.7%) consider themselves part of an online community, suggesting that this may be evidence of a group who are both e-constituents as well as physical constituents.

5) They do not appear to be a major tool for changing subscriber’s views on policy issues.  Less than ten per cent (9.8%) believe that their views have been influenced by the e-mail consultations. 

6) Whilst very limited, there is some indication that the e-mail consultations is having tangible results with 4.9% volunteering to help, 3.5% have donated money and 1.6% have joined the Liberal Democrats as a result.

· There is evidence that the e-mail consultations do have an effect on voting behaviour.  Given that the e-mail consultation has a relationship building effect, we can assume (though there is no direct evidence) that it has strengthened the resolve of existing supporters to vote for Steve Webb.  There is, however, evidence that it has gained new voters, with 25.4% of respondents suggesting receiving the e-mail consultation did change their vote.  

· There is a strong sense from this Internet literate group that they like to receive information about Steve Webb via his online presence (76.9% via the e-mail consultation, and 46.2% via the web site).  The next most popular information channels are Liberal Democrat leaflets (42.1%) and local newspapers (36.4%).

· In terms of providing their views to Steve Webb, email (81.7%) is clearly the most important for this Internet literate group.  The next most important are personal meetings (39%) and by letter (38.7%).

Probably the most important finding, is that collectively, the data suggests that the MP-constituent relationship has been significantly enhanced.  In turn, this is likely to have encouraged participation in, and strengthening of, the representative process.
Nigel Jackson October 2006

Appendix 1 Survey Data

Questions appear with the number, and in the order, they appeared in the questionnaire.
Q3 How did you hear about Steve Webb’s e-mail consultations?

	Steve Webb’s web site
	294 (33%)

	From a Liberal Democrat leaflet
	245 (27.5%)

	Other 
	147 (17.3%)

	By meeting Steve Webb
	122 (13.7%)

	By word of mouth/personal recommendation
	  97 (10.9%)

	From a Liberal Democrat survey
	  81 (9.1%)

	In the local press
	  65 (7.3%)


Other includes: Email correspondence 70; Written correspondence 41; Can’t remember 25; Another website 4; Google 3; Miscellaneous 6 (all with one response)
Q4 How long have you been receiving Steve Webb’s e-mail consultations?

	3 years +
	188 (21.1%)

	2-3 years
	310 (34.8%)

	1-2 years
	231 (26%)

	1 year
	  69 (7.8%)

	Less than a year
	  71(8%)

	Don’t Know
	  15 (1.7%)


Q5 Why do you subscribe to Steve Webb’s e-mail consultations?

	To be consulted on the local issues of the day
	797 (89.6%)

	To be consulted on the national issues of the day
	654 (73.5%)

	Gain information directly, rather than through the media
	488 (54.8%)

	Information on Steve Webb’s policy views
	435 (48.9%)

	To inform my political views
	340 (38.2%)

	Information on Steve Webb’s activities
	303 (34%)

	Information on local events 
	265 (29.8%)

	To help me decide who to vote for
	166 (18.7%)

	Information about the Liberal Democrats
	100 (11.2%)

	Other 
	  73 (8.2%)

	To discover what my opponents are saying or doing
	  47 (5.3%)

	Don’t Know
	  13 (1.5%)

	To be entertained
	   9 (1%)


Other included: To give views directly 52 (this is clearly ancillary to the two most popular motivations); Miscellaneous 14 (all with one response); Steve helped with a problem 5; An MP should be accessible 2. 

Q6 Does Steve Webb’s email consultations provide what you are looking for?

	Yes, all of the time
	208 (23.4%)

	Yes, most of the time
	493 (55.4%)

	Yes, some of the time
	144 (16.2%)

	No
	    7 (0.8%)

	Don’t Know
	 27 (3%)


Q7 How would you describe the material you receive from Steve Webb’s e-mail consultations?

	Very Relevant
	556 (62.5%)

	Fairly Relevant
	264 (29.7%)

	Of occasional interest
	  51 (5.7%)

	Not very relevant
	   2 (0.2%)

	Don’t Know
	 17 (1.9%)


Q8 Generally, how do you use the information you receive?

	To inform my political views
	601 (67.5%)

	If discussing politics with others
	383 (43%)

	Forward interesting material to friends
	269 (30.2%)

	To decide who to vote for
	202 (22.7%)

	To help me persuade others
	  95 (10.7%)

	Other
	  73 (8.2%)

	To inform my campaigning
	  48 (5.4%)

	For news stories
	  46 (5.2%)

	Don’t use the material 
	  42 (4.7%)

	For research purposes
	  35 (3.9%)

	For my job
	  31 (3.5%)


Other included: To gain information/awareness 39; Give feedback on my views 29; Help with a problem 3; Miscellaneous 3 (all with one response).

Q9 As a result of receiving Steve Webb’s e-mail consultations:

	I know more of what Steve Webb is doing on my behalf
	722 (81.1%)

	I am more supportive towards Steve Webb
	683 (76.7%)

	I have a clearer view of Steve Webb’s policies
	478 (53.7%)

	I have contacted Steve Webb
	428 (48.1%)

	I feel that I am part of an online community
	344 (38.7%)

	I have recommended Steve Webb’s e-consultations to my friends
	234 (26.3%)

	I have not changed my views on policy issues
	174 (19.6%)

	My attitude towards Steve Webb is unchanged
	135 (15.2%)

	I have changed my views on policy issues
	  87 (9.8%)

	I have volunteered to help Steve Webb
	  44 (4.9%)

	I have donated money to Steve Webb’
	  31 (3.5%)

	Other 
	  20 (2.2%)

	I have joined the Liberal Democrats
	  14 (1.6%)

	It has had no effect at all
	  11 (1.2%)

	I am less supportive towards Steve Webb
	   5 (0.6%)


Other included: Feel I have a voice 5; Impressed that Steve Webb listens 3; Miscellaneous (all one response each) 12.
Q10 In the recent General Election did receiving Steve Webb’s e-mail consultations change your vote 

	No, I have always voted for the Liberal Democrats
	350 (41.5%)

	No, I have always voted for another Party
	173 (19.4%)

	Yes, I was an undecided voter
	136 (15.3%)

	Yes, I had usually voted for another Party
	  90 (10.1%)

	Don’t Know
	  51 (5.7%)

	Missing
	  46 (5.2%)

	Can’t did not vote in this constituency
	  44 (4.9%)


Q11 In terms of informing you about Steve Webb, please rate each of the following types of communication from 1-5 (with 1 being of little importance and 5 highly important)

	Channel
	% Rated as important

	Steve Webb’s email consultations
	684 (76.9%)

	Steve Webb’s web site
	411 (46.2%)

	Liberal Democrat leaflets
	374 (42.1%)

	Local newspapers
	324 (36.4%)

	Regional television
	283 (31.8%)

	Face-to-face conversations with Steve Webb
	274 (30.8%)

	National television
	196 (21.9%)

	Public meetings
	180 (20.4%)

	National newspapers
	163 (18.3%)

	National radio
	152 (17.1%)

	Local radio
	145 (16.2%)

	News organisations web sites
	116 (13%)

	Friends and family 
	  85 (9.6%)


NB: Importance is based on the percentage of respondents who rated a channel either 4 or 5.
Q12 In terms of helping you provide Steve Webb your views on policy issues of importance to you, please rate each of the following from 1 to 5 (with 1 being of little importance and 5 highly important)

	Channel
	% Rated as important

	By email
	707 (81.7%)

	Personal meeting
	347 (39%)

	By letter
	345 (38.7%)

	Telephone 
	202 (22.7%)

	Public meeting
	188 (21.1%)

	Through the local media
	117 (13.2%)

	Through an intermediary
	 46 (5.1%)


NB: Importance is based on the percentage of respondents who rated a channel either 4 or 5.
