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1. Executive Summary
This report synthesises findings from the Our Big Conversation Focus Groups and surveys 
conducted between May and June 2022. It investigates the responses from specific demographics of 
York residents, who were identified by the council as traditionally under-represented or 
under-heard groups, to three key City of York Council strategies.
 
It also explores attitudes toward the current transport infrastructure of the city to help inform the emerging 
Local Transport Strategy.  The report shows that York citizens have strong views on the topics discussed and 
about the council itself. It raises key questions about the implementation of these strategies and about how the 
council engages with residents on these topics going forward. As part of this project, commissioned by the City 
of York Council, Brightsparks Agency conducted ten focus groups with residents from traditionally under-repre-
sented or under-heard groups.

These groups were:

• Students in York
• 16-24-year-olds in York
• Members of York’s LGBTQIA+ community
• York’s target workforce - either their job is as an occupation as defined in the SOC 2010 Major 

Groups 6-9 or paid less than 80% of median wage (i.e £530 or less per week full time or £178 or 
less per week part time)

• Parents of children aged 0-10 in York
• People with disabilities in York
• Members of York’s Black Asian & Minority Ethnic (BAME) community
• People in York who are currently not in education, employment or training 

 

Discussion ranged across three 
topic areas - environment, economy 
and travel - with equal weight given 
to each area. Below summarises 
the leading trends from across 
the demographic groups that have 
emerged from the analysis.

https://www.brightsparksagency.co.uk/
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Themes

The focus group findings are summarised below. They have been grouped into themes with each 
theme linking to a strategic area, as demonstrated in the below table. Within each theme, the 
numbered list reflects how strongly the findings came through in the focus groups, with number 1 
being the most strongly supported area.

Discussion ranged across three topic areas - 
environment, economy and travel - with equal 
weight given to each area. Below summarises 
the leading trends from across the demographic 
groups that have emerged from the analysis.

THEME STRATEGIC AREA

Theme 1: Greener Choices: Motivating Factors, Barriers to Change, 
and Perceived Responsibility Environment

Theme 2: Zero-carbon by 2030: Ambition and Achievability Environment

Theme 3: Green Initiatives: Citywide Changes and Implications for 
Residents Environment

Theme 4: Housing: Affordability, New Builds, and Green Energy Solu-
tions Economy

Theme 5: Economy & Work: Cost of Living, Economic Growth and 
Local Independent Business Economy

Theme 6: Transport: Infrastructure, Car Usage, and Congestion Transport

Theme 7: Amenities: Tourism in York, Out-of-Town Amenities, and 
Affordable Shopping City Centre

Theme 8: Equity: Inclusivity and Access to Services for all York Resi-
dents Additional findings

Theme 9: Engagement:  Transparency,  Accountability and Joined-Up 
Thinking Additional findings
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Environmental Themes

Theme 1

Greener Choices: Motivating Factors, Barriers to Change, and Perceived Responsibility

1. Cost was seen as one of the largest barriers to change, but all participants expressed a desire to make 
changes where they could. They felt that changes would be more likely to be adopted by a larger number of 
people if it was more convenient and people were better educated as to their role.

2. Respondents felt that there was too much emphasis placed on the actions of individuals in reducing their 
impact on the environment and that those least able to make meaningful changes were being made to feel 
most responsible. Respondents went on to describe that they felt that the Government and large corporations 
bore the highest-burden of responsibility.

Theme 2

Zero-carbon by 2030: Ambition and Achievability 

1. Respondents were clear that there was a strong desire for change and improvement, particularly around 
transport, but that any changes should be equitable and beneficial to everyone. 

2. Respondents were strongly in favour of the council taking climate action but there were mixed feelings about 
the achievability of the strategy as it stands. Concerns tended to fall into the following categories: 

 a. mistrust of the Council’s ability to deliver; 
 b. the strategies being too ambitious; and 
 c. too many factors left outside the Council’s control. 

Theme 3

Green Initiatives: Citywide Changes and Implications for Residents

1. The residential recycling service was perceived to be poor by residents and there was a lack of clarity 
around what could be recycled and when. Respondents reported a strong appetite for more kerbside recycling 
to include things like soft plastics and food waste.

2. Respondents were generally open to making changes where possible but there was a strong level of feeling 
from respondents that initiatives such as solar panels, ground source heating pumps etc were beyond the 
means of most ordinary people, even if subsidies were available.

3. Respondents distrusted carbon offsetting as a way of reducing carbon impact, feeling it should be used only 
after all other carbon reduction activities had been carried out. There was also little faith in how much recycling 
was actually recycled within the city.
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4. Respondents felt that City of York Council should lead by example, by ensuring that council buildings and 
new builds in the area had forms of sustainable heating etc installed as standard. They also wanted the council 
to put in place regulations that would mean landlords implement green energy solutions whilst making sure 
appropriate safeguards are in place, to avoid landlords pushing the cost onto renters.

Economic themes 

Theme 4

Housing: Affordability, New Builds, and Green Energy Solutions

1. Housing was of great concern to respondents with the cost of housing being seen as too high both for 
renters and buyers. The building of more and more luxury flats and an influx of wealthy buyers from other 
areas of the country were both seen to be reducing residents’ ability to find and buy or rent affordable housing.

2. There was concern that new builds need to have green energy solutions built-in as standard and that there 
should be more help available to retrofit existing housing stock. New builds should also be the right type of 
housing, in the right place.

Theme 5

Economy & Work: Cost of Living, Economic Growth and Local Independent Business

1. The cost of living in York was perceived to be high with some respondents suggesting a ‘living wage’ or 
indeed a ‘York living wage’. They felt that York had a high number of low-paid, insecure jobs.

2. There was strong support voiced for local, independent businesses coupled with frustrations about empty 
properties in the city centre. Respondents wanted to see the council make use of disused spaces to offer 
affordable premises for start-ups, small businesses and freelancers in the city centre.

3. Respondents felt that there was a lack of diversity of industry in York to support higher-paid work and that 
other cities had better jobs, lower cost of living and better transport networks. Respondents across the groups 
most often pointed to Leeds as a nearby city with better jobs and a lower cost of living.

4. Whilst some felt that it was important to grow York’s economy, some felt that any growth was in 
contradiction to sustainability goals. This tension was present in a number of the discussion groups.

5. Apprenticeship opportunities were seen as necessary and a good thing, however, there was some concern 
about the exploitation of young people and a lack of support for providers. Better support is needed for job 
seekers of all ages, especially those with young children.

6. The pandemic was seen to have changed working habits, bringing improvements to work-life balance, but 
it has also raised concerns about job security in retail and hospitality work. Respondents also noted that the 
pandemic has led to an increase in people living in York but working elsewhere. This was not strongly expressed 
by any individual group however when the findings from each group were considered together, this perception 
became apparent. This was generally seen as neither negative nor positive but some respondents expressed 
concern about inflated house prices as a result of this increase.
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Transport Themes 

Theme 6

Transport: Infrastructure, Car Usage, and Congestion

1. The infrastructure for both public transport and cycling was not considered adequate for York’s needs. 
Concern around safety for both pedestrians and cyclists was high as was frustration about the cost, reliability, 
frequency and reach of buses.

2. Generally, respondents felt that car usage should be discouraged and that York should move to de-emphasise 
its reliance on cars as a means of transport, however, significant changes especially to the cost, reliability and 
accessibility of public transport were felt necessary to tempt people away from their cars. At the moment cars 
are considered the easy option and public transport is considered both more difficult and more expensive.

3. York was considered very congested by respondents and this was a concern for them both in terms of 
traffic delays and air quality. They felt that City of York Council has the opportunity to do something radically 
different to address this, however, there was concern about the council’s ability to deliver such radical solutions. 

4. There was a feeling that the council needed to understand that car usage was necessary for some groups, i.e. 
disabled people, and concern that any plans enacted recognised this and did not unfairly penalise this group.

City Centre Themes

Theme 7

Amenities: Tourism in York, Out-of-Town Amenities, and Affordable Shopping

1. Tension between residents and tourists was a concern for respondents of the focus groups. They highlighted 
that they felt there was an overreliance on a tourist and nighttime economy and that these things would harm 
York’s ability to diversify in the future. They also resented what they perceived to be a focus on the needs of 
tourists over those of residents.

2. Respondents felt that the city centre suffered from empty shops, that access issues caused by the removal of 
blue badge parking and addition of street seating for cafes and bars were not sufficiently addressed, and that 
the city centre was the domain of tourists and not residents.

3. Out-of-town amenities are often hard to reach for those reliant on public transport. “Bishy Road” and Haxby 
were cited as good examples of community building with amenities and there was an appetite for further parts 
of York to be developed along these lines, replicating their success.

4. However, residents also cautioned that some areas of the city have little access to affordable shopping, and 
any plans around specific areas should focus on making sure that there were affordable options provided, or 
within easy access.
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Additional themes

Theme 8

Equity: Inclusivity and Access to Services for all York Residents

1. Equity and access for all were significant concerns for respondents. They felt very strongly that all groups 
should be treated fairly and that any changes that the Council makes must work for everyone, not excluding 
those who are disadvantaged or disabled. Access to services and amenities was of concern to all focus groups 
and positive change was seen as necessary in this area. 

Theme 9

Engagement: Transparency, Accountability and Joined-Up Thinking

1. Accountability and transparency of council, and other policymakers’ decisions and plans were highly valued 
but respondents did not feel that this was achieved currently. They also had concerns about the council’s ability 
to affect change and they perceived differences in the council’s actions compared to their stated aims

2. There was a significant desire to see joined-up thinking and actionable plans rather than “box-ticking” and “lip 
service”. Respondents did not trust generic consultation and called for strategies to be co-produced along with 
residents. 

It should be noted that the themes identified above from the 10 focus groups broadly substantiated the overall 
findings and comments from the surveys which had targeted the groups invited to take part in the focus 
groups and received over 200 responses from across the region.  (Note - the survey was the same survey 
used in Our Big Conversation Attitudinal Study with the results from over 2000 participants published).

Summary of recommendations

Respondents were largely in favour of the goals laid out in the two strategies discussed. Dissent occurred 
mainly around concern about the council’s ability to achieve these goals and whether it would include and 
benefit all residents. As such the following recommendations focus on how to gain public acceptance.  A 
detailed list of recommendations is also included at the end of this report.

• To gain active support for its climate and economic strategies the council will need to build trust with 
residents about it’s ability to deliver.

• Investing in genuine co-production activities will give residents satisfying opportunities to shape strategies 
and actions, and by extension, the city they live in. 

• Increased communications would make a significant difference to public opinion. It was clear that some 
of the negative comments and perceptions expressed across the focus groups were down to a lack of 
communication and action should be taken to address this issue.

• Increased communications would also help to overcome negative perceptions held by some members of 
the public. Enlisting advocates from the local population could help to drive positive change within the city.

• The council should work to improve transparency.  Adding milestones and clear actionable objectives to 
strategies and openly sharing these with residents will help to build trust and a sense that the council is 
achieving it’s stated ambitions.

http://york.gov.uk/OurBigConversation

