Author: Richard Webber

How Origins enables local government to comply
with the obligation that its services should be
equally available to members of different minority
communities

Who uses the library?

Key messages
•
•
•

Local government is under a legal obligation to deliver its services in such a manner
than does not disadvantage members of particular communities.
This obligation is becoming increasingly challenging as delivery shifts to self-service
through digital channels.
With the increasingly requirement to achieve improvements in operational efficiency,
how can local government be confident that its communications are effective in
reaching members of different communities?
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•

Many pro-active campaigns are targeted at “hard-to-reach” groups. Advances in
technology enable them to be reached far more effectively than they were.

Context
In the era of austerity, local government is under increasing pressure to achieve financial savings by
reconfiguring the way it delivers services to local residents. Where once residents might have visited
a local drop-in centre to obtain advice or information on housing benefits, or might have rung the
Council office to obtain a form or make a council tax payment, now they are exhorted to access
information directly from an internet web-site and then, where appropriate, to use digital channels
to undertake transactions. Nowhere is this more evident than in the automated messages urging
callers to a local authority’s service centre to visit a portal where it is hoped that their enquiry on
planning applications, parking permits or electoral registration can be answered without incurring
the expense of a dedicated call handler.

Quite apart from existing
differences in how members of
different communities use public
services, any re-configuration of
the way services are delivered
can often inadvertently
introduce further inequalities in
access to and use of public
services.
Government legislation imposes
a strict obligation on local
authorities to consider the
distributional implications of
changes in the delivery of public
Sheffield City Council website
services. This obligation poses a
considerable challenge to local
government officers who often lack the financial resources and skills to undertake research survey of
sufficient rigour to provide an answer to questions of this sort.
A more effective source of insight
Fortunately the increased digitalisation of service delivery has served to provide local government
with more comprehensive information on who uses its services. Information about users which
might previously have been held in individual libraries or sports centres is now maintained centrally
and, where an authority has invested in some form of CRM system, can be cross-referenced against
services used by other residents living at the same address.
It is the names of service users resulting from the centralisation and digitalisation of service user
information that makes it possible to monitor differences in the way in which different ethnic and
religious groups use local authority services. This is enabled by enriching the personal and family
names of each service users with the cultural groups with which these names are most commonly
associated.
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Using the combination of first name and family name of a service user, Origins enables a local
authority to append a likely ethnic or religious group to over 99.5% of named individuals. It does
this with a high enough level of accuracy to be effective for comparing the backgrounds of users of
any particular service with the overall mix of ethnic groups in the local government area as a whole.
Coding customer behaviour in this way can has many advantages over questionnaires. It can be
done retrospectively, unobtrusively and in a manner which compares the number of people in each
Origins category using a particular service with that of all residents served by the local authority. Of
course cross analyses against behavioural will reveal differences in how different groups use a
service, not just whether or not they do so.
Applications of Origins
During the past eight years the information company Experian has been licenced by OriginsInfo and
Webber Phillips, originators of the system, to distribute Origins. Some dozen or so local authorities
have used the product, often in conjunction with Experian’s Mosaic classification system.
In 2016 OriginsInfo and Experian agreed that OriginsInfo should take back responsibility for the sales
and support of the product in the field of local government. OriginsInfo and Webber Phillips now
service clients directly and with the wider and more up to date set of products that exist within the
overall Origins portfolio.
Almost any service provided by local government is likely to be used differently by different minority
groups.
For example it is known that levels of electoral registration are much lower in areas of recent
immigration, whether because people are not familiar with the voting system or because they are
nervous about being identified by the state.
Is it the case that members of more cohesive communities, such as the Bangladeshis for example,
are better informed about benefit entitlements than members of more dispersed communities, such
as the Mandarin Chinese? Such a question is easy to answer using Origins.
Which minority communities are most likely to be adversely affected by the closure of local
libraries? Are these the ones whose children perform well or badly in key stage tests? Are they the
ones most likely to be living in over-crowded accommodation?
We have ample evidence that some communities are more attracted to sports which involve
personal contact, such as football and rugby, others to sports which do not. How is this information
used to plan the provision of sports facilities in a local authority, or the particular initiatives to
combat child obesity?
We also have evidence that communities whose
forebears lived in tropical climates have brought to
Britain different habits in relation both to recycling and to
the storage and handling of refuse than those who have
come from Northern Europe. What implications should
this have for the design of refuse services and for the
promotion of recycling campaigns?
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In recent years there has been increased concern about childhood obesity, resulting in public health
campaigns. But there are some communities in which this message is not getting through. How
should communications to these groups be adapted to take into account its distinctive cultural
attitudes?
Use of digital channels
Overall we don’t believe that members of minority communities have been slower than others to
adapt to the availability of new digital communications channels. After all, in Africa and South Asian,
mobile phones and the use of the internet are the Western technological innovations which are the
first to be adopted widely.
But do members of minority communities adopt these devices because they make it easier to
communicate with other members of their community? Is the technology attractive because one
can avoid face-to-face communications, with all their opportunities for cultural misunderstanding?
Or is face-to-face engagement seen as a value in its own right
One might suppose that engaging remotely with a public body would be more of a challenge for
members of minorities who may be less familiar with the processes underlying the transactions
which they are trying to undertake? Almost certainly this will differ from minority to minority. The
use of behavioural data linked to ethnicity via Origins is certainly the most reliable way of identifying
what these differences are.
Design of communication campaigns
Electoral registration, smoking and teenage pregnancy are just three examples where a more
nuanced message may be appropriate for minority groups to which these campaign objectives are
particularly relevant. Not only may a Council wish to adapt the content of its communications for
these groups, it may wish to review the communications channel. Using Origins at a postcode level
it may be appropriate if you want to identity retail outlets or voluntary organisations who may be
able to influence the target audience.
Even more important for many local authorities will be the identification of residents and
neighbourhood where lack of familiarity with the English language is likely to be a serious barrier to
the use of digital channels for understanding regulations governing Housing Benefit or payment of
Council Tax.
Community specific events
In additional to those communications and services that are relevant to the entire population, there
are others which are specific to particular communities, whether Diwali in Leicester, the Notting Hill
carnival in London, celebration by the Portuguese in Stockwell of the result of the 2016 European
cup final in or community tensions, as has been historically the case between Serbs and Croats, or
heightened security concerns in a Jewish community such in Prestwich.
Where do these communities currently live? Information Origins now provides, right down to
individual postcode level and updated on an annual basis, is clearly relevant to responding to these
calls on a local authority’s attention.
Recruitment
Evidence based on Origins has suggested that though local government welcomes job applicants
from all minorities, there still remain differences between members of different communities in
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their attitudes towards working in the public sector. In some communities people belief that they
will be less subject to discrimination in the public sector than in the private sector. There are others
communities that feel the reverse. And however fairly local government processes applications
from different minorities there continues to be specialisation by job function with personnel working
in public facing functions, such as reception, help desk and call centre, tending to come from
different communities than those working in information technology and finance.
How vigorously should Councils respond to these tendencies? Are they examples of unhealthy
stereotyping, or do they reflect the particular skills and abilities present among different
communities?
Insight
For understandable reasons public bodies have been anxious to be seen to be treating different
communities fairly and to be free of prejudice and discrimination. Public bodies have been equally
concerned to demonstrate the diversity of their workforce and to do this by collecting information
on the backgrounds of their staff.
Although information is collected on the backgrounds of service users, there are many local
authorities where it is questionable whether the existence of this information has ever had any
influence on a single policy decision. The collection process is an end in itself.
This, in our opinion, arises from a situation in which the focus of interest in ethnicity is to ensure that
there is a uniform treatment of different groups, in other words there is no adverse discrimination.
In an era where there is such a strong focus on improved cost effectiveness, local authorities have
become more conscious that new forms of service delivery can generate unintended disadvantages
to particular minorities, particularly those that through lack of familiarity with a service do benefit
from the advice provided by face-to-face contact channels.
In such an environment providers of public services will increasingly switch their focus to
understanding the differences that exist, not just between minorities and the white-British host
population, but between one minority and another. Effective delivery of services will need to take
account of differences at a much finer level of granularity than the census, between Mandarin and
Cantonese Chinese for example, between Sikh and Hindu Indians and between Turks and other
Muslims., not just “Other white” and “Black”.
Implications
One of the reasons why OriginsInfo and Webber Phillips have taken back control of the relationship
with individual local authorities is to provide a higher level of support due to our specialisation in
Origins as a classification system.
We see the successful use of Origins in the public sector arising from the sharing of good practice in
local government and on working with lead authorities in particular applications.
Origins provides not just an effective source of insight at a moment in time. Annual updates on the
numbers and postcode locations of particular minorities from 2016 should provide invaluable
information on current population trends. The ability to repeat analysis inexpensively and
consistently at different points in time can, for the first time, can demonstrate whether particular
policies to widen access to services have been successful and what have been the effects on
diversity of innovations in service design.
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For further details contact:
Emily Sparks
Webber Phillips
emily.sparks@webberphillips.com
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