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Cramlington Town Council 

Communications and Engagement Review 

 

1. Summary 

 

1.1 Context 

Cramlington Town Council was established in 2009 and serves the population of 

Cramlington which is approaching 40,000 residents. The town is undergoing growth both in 

terms of population and also facilities including retail developments, cinema and leisure 

facilities and a major new hospital. 

Since its establishment Cramlington Town Council with its small staff team has focused on 

delivery of its services and improvements for the area and residents.  

As a relatively new council communication and engagement issues need to be addressed as 

it moves into its next phase of development. SEM Communications was asked to review the 

council’s communications and engagement, identify gaps and best practice and develop an 

improvement plan based in research and evidence to support the council in better involving, 

informing and engaging residents and partners. 

 

1.2 The Review 

The review involved: 

 an audit of the Town Council’s current communications channels (eg PR, website, 

engagement activity) 

 a face to face survey of 30 residents to gain qualitative feedback 

 one to one interviews with 9 key stakeholders based in Cramlington 

 a review of other town council communications to compare and identify best practice 

 

1.3 Recommendations 

A summary of the 20 key recommendations is below. Each is discussed in more detail in 

Part 2. 

1. Develop the mission, vision and values of the Town Council and ensure these are 

highly visible and communicated. 

2. Produce an Annual Report each year to highlight key achievements of the last 12 

months and set out the plans for the year ahead. 

3. Make it clear what the Town Council’s responsibilities are and where people should 

go for issues outside of the Town Council's remit. 

4. Provide communications workshops for staff and Councillors.   

Improve communications planning - forward plan in advance, on a yearly, quarterly 

and monthly basis.  
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5. Produce regular news articles and PR – ensuring these are timely, relevant and well 

written. 

Develop a monthly e-newsletter that can be sent out to partners and residents 

6. Meet with local journalists on a regular basis to develop relations 

7. Develop specific communications campaigns around key projects and issues 

8. Establish a Cramlington Partnership Group to faciliate improved partnership working. 

9. Develop a toolkit for organising events to ensure events have aims, objectives, and 

desired outcomes and return on investment. 

10. Develop a social media strategy for the Town Council, which includes establishing 

best practice for Facebook use and investigating Twitter further. 

11. Provide social media training for staff and councillors 

12. Develop an overarching Pride in Cramlington campaign and engage partners and 

community. 

Produce a Community Engagement Toolkit to make sure that all engagement or 

consultation activity follows the appropriate steps.  

13. Take a more creative approach to engage and consult with local people, try different 

methods to engage with different audiences e.g. online Q&As. 

14. Revise the language and tone of the Council website and all communications,  

ensure content is  friendly, approachable way 

15. Review and develop the People’s Panel  

16. Use social media to engage with the community, and consider running regular short 

pulse surveys (bi-annual) 

17. Undertake a You Said – We Did campaign to ensure every positive response by the 

council is captured and publicised with this message  

18. Review the structure, content and tone of the current website to ensure it is 

presented and written with the end user in mind. 

19. Develop a corporate style guide which should be used to make sure communications 

are consistent in style and tone. 

20. Develop specific communications and engagement plans around key projects and 

issues. 
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2. Communications and Engagement Review  

Key findings and recommendations 

The information below summarises the key findings from the communications audit, 

qualitative research and best practice research. Each section includes recommendations on 

the actions the Town Council could undertake to improve in each of the key areas. 

2.1 Awareness of the Town Council, what its aims and objectives are 

Findings 

The Town Council provides little information about the aims and objectives of the Council. 

The website simply says that it is ‘‘committed to delivering major social and environmental 

improvements and to enhancing the services provided by other public agencies working in 

Cramlington’’. No further detail is given about what this will actually mean in practice and 

what the Council aims to do over the course of their term.  

The mission statement is not available on the website, there is no clear definition on what 

the Town Council is responsible for, and what Northumberland County Council is 

responsible for. As this is one of the most confusing things for residents, and indeed 

businesses, it would be helpful and beneficial to explain this.  This could also prevent the 

Town Council from being blamed for things which are outside of their control.   

In the media, the Town Council’s objectives are sometimes communicated more clearly 

through the reporting of discussions that took place at meetings. For example, during a 

council meeting in January 2014 when the council was explaining their decision to double 

council tax for residents. 

The News Post Leader article, published in May 2015 to publicise the election of a new 

Chairman, also gives a bit more detail about what the Town Council has achieved so far and 

plans to do over the next 12 months. 

However, apart from these articles, there is no evidence to say that this has been 

communicated more widely to residents and stakeholders in any other ways. 

The qualitative research supports this.  74% of respondents who took part in the street 

survey said they knew nothing or very little about Cramlington Town Council and 

what they do. 

Stakeholders commented that one of the strengths of the Council was how well they plan 

and organise their work, yet this is not visible to residents.  Other Town Councils, for 

example Morpeth Town Council, produce Annual Reports to demonstrate what they have 

been working on, and what they hope to achieve over the next 12 months. Billingham Town 

Council is also proactive in visually showing what the Council has achieved since its 

inception. 
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Recommendations 

 Develop the mission, vision and values of the Town Council and ensure these are 

highly visible on the website and in any literature that is produced. 

 Produce an Annual Report each year to highlight key achievements of the last 12 

months and set out the plans for the year ahead. The format and delivery of this can 

be done in a variety of ways – but must be accessible and easily readable to 

residents (ie not just put onto the council’s website which has few visitors). 

 Make it clear on the website what the Town Council’s responsibilities are and what 

they look after in Cramlington, plus where people should go if they have concerns / 

issues that the Town Council can’t help with. 

 

2.2 Communications about the work the Council is doing and what its key 

achievements are. 

Findings 

Of those people surveyed in Manor Walks, 74% of respondents knew nothing or very little 

about Cramlington Town Council and what they do. 26% (all residents) were able to give 

some examples of the types of things the Council did and mentioned grass cutting, bus stop 

improvements, parks and allotments. However, waste disposal and schools were also 

mentioned which are County Council services.  Of those residents surveyed, almost two 

thirds said they knew nothing or very little about the Town Council. 

When asked if they were aware of anything the Council had been working on over the last 

12 months, over half of residents (54%) said they weren’t. Of those 46% who were, they 

mainly mentioned grass cutting, flowers and town centre improvements.  

When asked if there was anything they would like the council to do more of, almost a 

third of respondents said they would like to see the Council communicate more and 

consult with residents. The majority of these respondents (80%) were residents.   

The Town Council website and Facebook page are the two main vehicles to disseminate 

positive messages about the work the Council is doing and what it is achieving, but are 

currently not used to their full potential to inform and engage. 

It is also worth noting that the Town Council website does not have any information about 

the Facebook page, and there is no presence on Twitter, which is well used by other town 

councils. 

The news and events section of the website has very little content in it and the post about 

the telephone exchange planters is the only story which demonstrates what the Council has 

been doing recently. 
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There is nothing to highlight some of the great work the Council has done over the past 18 

months eg the new play park that opened on the Northburn estate last year, the Christmas 

lights switch on in November, or the Northumbria in Bloom Award in September.   

There are mentions in the minutes of meetings of things that the Town Council could be 

publicising to their advantage. An example would be where they spent £5000 to replace a 

grass mat after the damage caused by vandalism. This would have been an opportunity to 

demonstrate that the Council is acting on what matters to the local people and would have 

been a good opportunity to get support in the community against vandalism.   

This would also be a good place to tell people about the successful applicants to the 

Community Chest scheme eg a £300 donation to the South East Youth Service and to 

explain what the money was being used for and how this is benefiting the community. 

There is no evidence that the Town Council is proactively approaching the media about their 

work. Although in the Council minutes there are mentions of press releases being written, 

these are not visible to the public.  In a Google search about Cramlington Town Council, a 

positive news story does not appear until the bottom of the third page on Google. 

Media relations should be a priority for the Town Council.  Of those surveyed, the most 

common source of information to keep informed about what was happening in the 

areas was the News Post Leader (36%).  The Majority of stakeholders also cited this 

as one of their sources of information.  

In the Council Community Engagement Strategy, it says that there will be a production of a 

regular newsletter, highlighting the latest developments within the Council and the wider 

community. There is no evidence that this newsletter has been produced.  Although there is 

a ‘newsletter’ folder within the documents section of the website, this is empty.  The 

qualitative research showed that there was a demand for a newsletter. When respondents 

were asked what would be their preferred method for keeping informed about news in the 

town, the most popular answer was a free newsletter or newspaper (33%).  It’s also worth 

noting that almost a fifth also mentioned social media, leaflets and websites.   

When Stakeholders were asked if there was something the Town Council could 

improve upon, communications was mentioned most frequently.  There was a general 

feeling that the Council could do more to tell people what they are doing rather than wait for 

people to come and find out.  Almost a third of respondents surveyed said that they would 

like the Council to communicate more. 

When asked if they felt the Town Council did a good job at promoting the town, Stakeholders 

felt that within the town the Council were doing quite well, but externally nothing was being 

done to promote the town to visitors or raise its profile as somewhere to visit. 

Recommendations: 

 Provide communications workshops for staff and Councillors.  These can include 

media training, developing news stories and articles, plus how to plan and write 

digital content (web / social media). The training can also cover how to identify media 
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sensitive issues and plan how to handle these in advance.  Handling negative and 

contentious comments on social media would also be covered. 

 Communications planning - plan in advance, have quarterly and monthly 

communications planning to map out the key activities and issues for that period, key 

messages and how these will be delivered across the channels and by whom. 

 Produce regular news articles and press releases to highlight good news stories – 

ensuring these are timely, relevant and well written. 

 Develop an e-newsletter that can be sent out to partners and residents monthly with 

a roundup of news, ways to get involved, surveys and events / meetings schedule. 

Ensure the newsletter includes a feedback mechanism such as a survey, poll or 

simple question (eg what one thing could we do to improve Cramlington for you?) 

which can be fed back and reported on in the next newsletter. 

 Meet with local journalists eg News Post Leader, Cramlington News, to see how to 

could work together to cover positive news stories and disseminate information to 

local people. 

 Develop communications campaigns around key projects, such as the Christmas 

lights switch on, budgets, littering, the Neighbourhood Plan to ensure that there are 

major issues are planned in advance and include engagement, with feedback 

mechanisms for residents, businesses and stakeholders. The communication plan 

should identify and take into account all channels including PR, newsletters, posters, 

leaflets / flyers and social media (Twitter and Facebook). 

 Build on and develop working relationships with key partners, set up a Cramlington 

Partnership Group. This will enable the Town Council to work more effectively in the 

community and also communicate with more local people.  Community groups, 

schools and local businesses may already have communications networks that the 

Town Council can tap into in order to reach and engage with more people, especially 

hard to reach groups such as young people. This could lead to greater opportunities 

to share content across social media, have news articles / meeting dates included in 

partners’ newsletters or have information stands at local events etc. This will also 

help to increase word of mouth about what the Council is doing. 

 Consider how the Council can do more to organise or facilitate events within the town 

to increase satisfaction amongst residents and bring more visitors into the town.  This 

could include things like Christmas and continental markets, local beer festivals, craft 

festivals, a Northumberlandia birthday weekend, walking / cycling events, children’s 

treasure hunts, Halloween disco for young people, annual ‘bloom’ weekend where 

everyone plants flowers etc. Ensure that these are not just located in the shopping 

centre and involve other partners. 

 Develop a toolkit for organising events to ensure the Town Council gets the 

recognition for the work they are doing and events have aims, objectives, and 

desired outcomes to ensure value for money and return on investment. 

The toolkit would include marketing materials, communications plans and evaluation 

tools, as well as advice on partnership working, budgeting, generating sponsorship, 

risk assessments, venue selection and managing visitor numbers. 
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2.3 Engagement with the local community 

The People’s Panel has been set up but should be reviewed and refreshed, to provide a key 

engagement tool for the Town Council, as a sounding board for ideas, helping to identify 

local issues and providing an opportunity for the Council to prove it consults and listens.  

The information currently about it on the Town Council website is scarce.  The wording does 

not encourage residents to sign up – it’s not clear what it is, how it works, what you are 

signing up to do or what you can expect when you submit the form.  There is nothing to say 

what the panel has already achieved which would perhaps encourage more people to sign 

up, if they can see it is worthwhile.   The Panel was mentioned by Stakeholders a couple of 

times as something which should be a good engagement tool but it is unclear if it is 

operating at the moment. 

It should be reviewed with input from panel members and different ways of using it identified 

eg as focus groups, to complete online surveys, testing out policies. 

Similarly the Community Chest scheme could work well to engage with local groups and 

create positive PR. Yet there is no information on this page so far about who the Council 

have helped. The wording is not particularly friendly or encouraging and it needs to be when 

you consider the target audience and the benefits the scheme could bring. 

It is worth noting that neither the People’s Panel nor the Community Chest pages are clearly 

visible on the website. 

It’s worth noting that Stakeholders suggested that groups and organisations within the town 

could work more in partnership to develop and improve the town more effectively together. 

It is recommended that an overaching long term campaign is developed eg Pride in 

Cramlington. This can include other activity that promotes a positive image and engages the 

community, Cramlington in Bloom feedback from residents is very positive, as can be seen 

by comments in the survey. This would also be a good opportunity to get partners involved in 

and could be steered by the Partnership Group that it is recommended is set up. Other Town 

Councils who have had similar campaigns delivered well have developed positive 

reputations and improved community and partner relations. 

On Facebook, the Town Council does currently engage slightly more with people.  A recent 

post about the Annual Town Meeting generated interest with local people and the Town 

Council responded well to the questions raised. It would be good to see more interaction like 

this on social media so the Town Council can be seen to be responding to people, and 

encouraging them to raise questions at the meeting.  Some Town Councillors are active on 

Facebook and engage regularly with local people. Stakeholders also mentioned that they 

follow councillors on social media to keep updated.  Social media could be a great way for 

the council to communicate and engage - a fifth or respondents who were surveyed said 

their preferred method of keeping updated was through social media. 
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The Council does not have a presence on twitter. It therefore misses opportunities to not 

only update and inform people, but also to positively interact and engage with local people 

and organisations. The use of this should be investigated further. 

For example, following the World War One exhibition, a resident tweeted about how much 

they had enjoyed it.  It would have been good if the Town Council had been able to respond 

to this.   

Similarly, Cramlington Learning Village had tweeted a positive message about working with 

the Town Council on Cramlington in Bloom. Again, this could have been used to further 

publicise some of the positive work the Town Council is doing and an opportunity to engage 

further with local organisations. 

Several Town Councils across the UK are successfully using social media to communicate 

and engage with their communities. Examples include Oswestry, Shrewsbury, Billingham 

and Ashington Town Councils. 

 

Recommendations: 

 Develop a social media strategy for the Town Council, which includes establishing 

best practice for Facebook use, investigating Twitter further, and sets out how and 

when to engage with people on social media. 

 Provide social media training for staff and councillors, so they are confident in using 

social media, can use it effectively and positively, and know how to handle conflict / 

negative comments online. 

 Develop an overarching Pride in Cramlington campaign and engage partners and 

community in developing this to raise the profile of the town and positively promote 

externally. 

 Produce a Community Engagement Toolkit to make sure that all engagement or 

consultation activity follows the appropriate steps. This should ensure that people 

know when a consultation is taking place, are aware of how to get involved and have 

their say and have plenty of time to submit their views.  The Toolkit will include 

guidance on timescales, who to engage and consult with, different methods 

available, making the consultation inclusive and evaluation techniques. It will also 

offer handy tips and guidance on how to increase response and involvement rates. 

 Take a more creative approach to engage and consult with local people and be brave 

in trying out new ideas.  The Council should try different mechanisms to engage with 

different audiences.  For example, instead of having a consultation meeting, try an 

online Facebook forum or webinar. Produce freepost cards which ask for people’s 

opinions on key matters and stock these in coffee shops, libraries, the leisure centre 

and other places that we know are well used by residents and visitors. Consider 

having a stand in Manor Walks and other high footfall locations.  Ask people how 

they would like to be consulted and what would give them the incentive to be 

involved (the People’s Panel could be a good starting point for this). 

 Establish a Cramlington Partnership Group – this will facilitate greater partnership 

working for things like events, and for tackling and finding solutions for local 
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problems. Work more closely with local partners to share content and help publicise 

each other’s news, events, meeting dates etc. This could have the added benefit of. 

 Revise the language and tone of the Council website to ensure that it is written in a 

friendly, approachable way to encourage people to become involved and see the 

Council in a positive, personal way. 

 Encourage local groups / individuals to apply for Community Chest funding and 

follow up those people who are successful in their applications to get feedback on 

how their funding was used and how this has benefited them. 

 

 

2.4 Being a listening, responsive council 

The Town Council website contains very little information to say that it has listened to and 

acted upon the views of the community. As mentioned previously, the People’s Panel would 

be a good opportunity to do this. 

The new Chairman is quoted in the News Post Leader in May 2015 saying: “We have 

listened to members difficult to find that communications to demonstrate this. There isn’t an 

annual report to highlight achievements or any information on the website to show what has 

been raised as an issue and how this has been tackled by the Council.  

Through the Public Question Time minutes, it is good to see that the Council is listening to 

the views and responding to those people who are asking questions, but this information is 

hidden away in the minutes and therefore unlikely to be seen by the majority of residents. 

There has obviously been an issue with people being allowed to speak at Council meetings 

– this is demonstrated through some of the newspaper articles and Facebook posts. 

The Community Engagement Strategy says that focus groups will be established periodically 

to look at specific themes raised from the People’s Panel. This would be a good way to 

demonstrate that the Council is listening to the community, however there is no information 

to suggest that this has happened. 

The one post where the Town Council has tried to demonstrate it is listening to views is the 

Telephone Exchange Planters. It would be good to see more of this type ‘You said, we did’ 

type of posts – or indeed a whole webpage set up for this purpose.  Billingham Town Council 

effectively produced a page in their newsletter to show what they have done since the 

Council was formed and Ashington Town Council clearly ask their residents for their views 

and offer feedback regularly through social media, their website and their newsletter. 

Cramlington Town Council could look to adopt these positive communications mechanisms. 

The survey results showed that 50% of respondents felt that they didn’t have their 

chance to have their say in their local community and over a quarter of respondents 

(28%) said this was because no-one ever asked. 

Some stakeholders did say that they felt engagement had improved in the town recently. 

Recommendations: 
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 Develop the People’s Panel to ensure they are regularly consulted and 

communicated with. Use focus groups from the People’s Panel to get 

feedback on specific issues within the town. 

 Use social media to engage with the community, and consider running regular 

short pulse surveys (bi-annual) on social media to identify key concerns and 

look to see if these can be addressed. 

 Create a visual way (eg an infographic) of demonstrating what the council has 

achieved over the last few years so their achievements can be clearly seen 

very quickly. 

 Encourage Public Questions during Council Meetings, but ensure there is a 

time limit for each question and answer to ensure that meetings aren’t 

dominated by one individual or group. 

 Consider piloting online Q&A’s where questions are submitted online through 

a form or using social media, and then these are responded to on the website 

within 48 hours or in the Council meeting itself but with the answers posted 

within a short timescale for those who could not attend the meeting. 

 Undertake a You Said – We Did campaign to ensure every positive response 

by the council is captured and publicized with this message across all 

communication channels. 

 

 

 

 

2.5 Quality and consistency of communications. 

Communications and materials produced by the Town Council should give a quality, 

professional impression. 

Currently the website is not written or presented with the end user in mind. Some of the 

information which would be most interesting, engaging and useful for residents and 

businesses is hidden away eg the People’s Panel, community chest information.  The tone 

of the site is also very ‘formal’ and doesn’t give the impression of an approachable 

organization who genuinely want to involve people. 

The structure and layout of the site could also be improved and would benefit from having a 

section specifically about the Town Council (at the moment it is tucked away on the ‘About 

the Town Section’). Within a section about the Town Council, visitors would expect to see 

information about when the council meets, what they have achieved so far, how to get 

involved etc. 

There is no consistency in how information is presented. Over the last couple of months the 

financial accounts audit information was sitting prominently on the homepage without any 

explanation of what it was or why it was there and it obscured the introduction that the 
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homepage offered. On the news and events page, events are often displayed as posters so 

every post looks different and quite ‘messy’.  

Content has not been kept up to date (the homepage says ‘a 9 screen cinema is under 

construction’ and ‘Cramlington is the preferred location for a new trauma hospital which will 

serve Northumberland’).  

Stakeholders mentioned that the website is not used as effectively as it should be, 

and in particular the councillor section of the site was mentioned.  

The members page should have photos of the councillors and a small biography of each 

one. There is currently no way of knowing which councillor you should contact or whether it 

is okay to contact any of them.  This creates the first obstacle for engaging with residents.  

The map on the subsequent page is very useful but easy to miss so should be incorporated 

onto this page. 

Facebook posts could also be improved both with regard to presentation and content eg 

ensure that each post has a clear title and is formatted correctly. 

As mentioned previously, the tone and ‘voice’ of current communications is often very factual 

and formal. There is an opportunity for the Council to portray itself as much more 

approachable and engaging organisation by considering the wording and tone used on their 

website, Facebook and on materials like posters and displays. 

The way that communications are issued could also be improved by forward planning, as 

previously highlighted. Some stakeholders commented that meeting dates or events are 

often communicated at the last minute, so an article may not appear in the News Post 

Leader until the day a meeting is being held.   

The Council appears to rely on people coming to their website to see where and when 

meetings are being held, although there was a recent post on Facebook about the Annual 

Town Meeting.  A communications plan would help to make sure that communications were 

structured and well timed, and would also force the council to look at all of the 

communications channels available to them to ensure that traditional media is used as well 

as digital. 

 

Recommendations: 

 Review the structure, content and tone of the current website to ensure it is 

presented and written with the end user in mind. 

 Develop a corporate style guide which should be used to make sure communications 

are consistent in style and tone. 

 Develop communications and engagement plans around key projects, such as the 

Christmas lights switch on, budgets, littering, the Neighbourhood Plan etc to ensure 

that there are regular, consistent  and planned communications being issued, with 

feedback mechanisms for residents, businesses and stakeholders. The 

communication plan should identify and take into account all channels including 

newsletters, posters, leaflets / flyers and social media. 
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