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[bookmark: _Toc164196337]Abstract
[bookmark: _Toc164196338]This dissertation examines the effect of the Post Office Network Transformation Programme (NTP) on customers residing in rural West Wales. The study uses a mixed method approach, combining quantitative analysis of customer satisfaction surveys with qualitative data gathered from open ended questions.
[bookmark: _Toc164196339]Findings indicate that while the NTP has led to improvements in certain services, such as extended opening hours and digitalisation, it has also resulted in challenges for rural customers. This includes reduced accessibility, longer travel distances, and decrease in community engagement. It also reveals problems in the use of digital services, with older and economically disadvantaged customers experiencing greater difficulties.
[bookmark: _Toc164196340]These findings underscore the need for the policymakers and Post Office to consider the unique needs of the communities when implementing transformation initiatives. This research highlights the impact of the NTP on rural customers and contributes to the ongoing discussion on postal service provision and the lack of social care in rural development.
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[bookmark: _Toc164196342]Introduction 

This study presents the ontology of the social impact of the Post Office Transformation programme (NTP) on the community in rural west Wales.
Research suggests that Post Office is a commercial business and it strives towards its social purpose. Post offices are usually at the heart of the villages and towns they serve and play a significant role within the community. They are especially relied on by older people and more vulnerable members of society. The Post Office has always proven to be, not only a place to access essential products and services upon which they rely, but also an important source of social interaction as well. Postmasters are viewed as an integral part of the community and do more than just offer a range of services, they make a meaningful contribution to society within their towns and villages (The Post Office Network Report 2021, n.d.).

Langford & Higgs, 2010 suggests that the Post Office business structure has changed significantly since 2007, this epistemological research suggests that this has had a profound effect on the services offered to customers and the image of the Post Office in general.

The NTP was set up to sustain the size of the post office network whilst improving its financial sustainability.
The customers visiting Post Offices had fallen from twenty-eight million per week in 2000 to twenty million by 2010. The business had been making considerable losses for the ten years prior to this. This programme meant that six thousand post offices would change to the new operating models (Barnett et al., n.d.).
The new models involved the modernisation of the network including several Post Offices changing in respect of their location (Post Office Local) or their opening hours (Community Post Office) (Wilson, 2017).





[bookmark: _Toc164196343]Purpose of this Research

The aim of this paper is to investigate how these changes in services and the introduction of digitalisation have had an impact on the accessibility and social consequences for rural residents in West Wales (Appendix 1).

Research suggests that sub postmasters play a vital role in supporting vulnerable people in rural communities, in a recent survey they suggest that 88% of Postmasters guide vulnerable customers through their bill payment or banking transactions every day. This survey also suggests that 40% help customers who may fall victim to fraudulent activity on most days of the week, and 93% of postmasters agree that their office is a safe place for local people if they need help or feel threatened in any way. (Hall, 2020)
Citizens Advice, 2022, suggests that in the last two years statistics show the equivalent of two post offices a week have closed. These figures suggest that 1291 are listed as temporarily closed but the majority of these have been closed for over two years. The outreach service which operates for less than five hours a week account for one in three, that is 13% of offices only opening for one hour per week. This means that the total number of operational post offices are far less than the number quoted by Post Office, which means that there is a large gap in the service. This could question whether the initial criterion for access is being met by the Post Office.

[bookmark: _Toc163937230]

[bookmark: _Toc164196344]Research Questions

The questions that need to be addressed for this study include:
Why did the Post Office need to change its structure?
How important is the Post Office for the social need of people in rural areas?
Did they consider the social cost to the rural communities?
Was the consultation for the customers fair and transparent?
Did Post Office give enough information to customers before and during the ‘consultation process’?
Did this allow the customers to keep the same service?
Are the opening hours the same as before?
Did the Post Office provide what they promised where the location of Post Offices would be?
Did these changes help the financial position of the Post Office?
Has this changed people’s perception of Post Office?
These questions will form the basis for the exploration into this study and will be included in the background research for the literature review.



[bookmark: _Toc164196345]Dissertation Structure

This paper will firstly examine the importance of the Post Office network to the community and set the stage as to why this paper is being written.
A literature review will then be conducted to examine any literature on the post office and its links with the community. The social impact will be explored using theoretical frameworks and previous papers will be studied to examine previous findings.
The methodology will follow highlighting the data design and reason for using the method chosen for collecting the data.
The findings and discussion will then be completed and finally a conclusion will be found.

[bookmark: _Toc164196346]Hypothesis

“Despite the implementation of digital technologies and business transformation initiatives within the Post Office in rural West Wales, residents will continue to face barriers to accessibility and experience limited improvements in social cohesion, economic activity and quality of life”.


[bookmark: _Toc164196347][bookmark: _Toc69761740][bookmark: _Hlk69589010]Literature Review 

[bookmark: _Toc164196348]Background

The Post Office dates to the early 17th Century where the General Post Office was overseen by a government minister known as the ‘Postmaster General’. 
The Post Office act of 1969 brought changes to the business, and this was when the post office became a statutory corporation (The History of the Post Office | Blog | Automatic Access, 2017).
In 1987 Post Office Counters Ltd was established, which still served many of royal mail’s products.
The Post Office act 2001 changed the ‘Post Office’ to ‘Post Office ltd’, this would mean that the post office would break away from royal mail and stand-alone financially.
Statistics show that the number of Post Offices had fallen dramatically from 25,000 in 1960’s to 11 415 in 2021(see Figure 1).
Agency branches, run mainly by sub postmasters accounted for 84% of the network with outreach at 15% and Post Office Ltd directly managing only 1% or approximately 191 branches (Barnett et al., n.d.).
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The early part of the 20th century introduced marked changes in the financial side of Post Office Ltd, the business was losing money, this was due to the falling numbers using the banking system in the branches. The Government suggested that this was due to consumer behaviour, choosing to have pensions paid into bank accounts. Opposition groups suggested that this was due to the loss of Government work such as the choice of car tax to be paid online. The loss of British Telecom and television licensing contracts had a huge impact on the Post Office (Monaghan, 2019). 


Research suggests that in 2006/2007 it was reported that Post Office ltd were making losses of more than four million a week. Some branches were serving less than thirty people a week and all rural sub offices were making losses (Politics.co.uk, n.d.).


[bookmark: _Toc164196349] Changes in delivery model & effect on stakeholders

The Department of Trade and Industry (DTI) introduced a restructuring plan in 2006, which aimed to make the post office a viable business. This brought closures of 2500 sub post offices.
 Postcomm, the post office regulator showed concern that there had been no analysis of national access criteria done and there were no regulators to ensure the rules set out by Government would be enforced (Postcomm, 2007).
The coalition Government stated in 2010 that there would be no further Post office closures, and in 2017 the Government invested 370 million pounds to make the Post Office a viable business. 
The NTP was introduced with the aim to keep the post offices viable. Research states that this could only be a part of the solution and what was needed was more income gained through new or expanded revenue streams (Ofcom, 2012).
 
There was a stipulation that six criteria were followed. 
99% of UK population to be within 3 miles of the nearest post office.
90% of UK population to be within 1 mile of the nearest post office.
99% of total population in deprived urban areas to be within one mile of their nearest post office.
95% of total urban population to be within one mile of their nearest office.
95% of total rural population to be within three miles of the nearest post office.
95% of the population of every postcode district to be within six miles of their nearest post office (House of Commons Library,2018).

This programme was set to last three years and was staged to be a phased implementation.
The Post Office was split into two models with Post Office Mains and Post Office locals being created. These new developments aimed to have two thousand Post Office Locals and four thousand Post Office Mains by 2015.

The Post Office Local was aimed for the rural setting and aimed preferably to be within an existing shop. This would be open for the same hours as the retail store meaning post office services would be available for longer length of time. This new style of office was designed without screens and could be operated by the usual retail staff so saving the costs of hiring specialist staff (Willshear, 2017).

The reality was that many of the smaller offices had to close, and the services were then incorporated into the larger convenience stores. On occasions this could not be implemented due to lack of available premises to house the new office and so the service would either close or be offered as an outreach service. The outreach service was served from a nearby post office which acted as the “Hub” office and was either delivered by a specialist van or held in a local hall. The problem with this was that it was only available on specific days of the week at specific times. There was a large loss of hours of when the post office was available to its customers. Due to the geographical location of many of these offices the outreach services were usually offered in rural areas.
The main post office model was aimed for the larger post offices. There would be a separate desk for the post office, and it would operate during the main core hours. The service would still be available out of hours but that would be as an extension of the retail shop counter.
The advantages of this new system would be longer opening hours for post offices however it would not be a specialist service as it had previously been under the old system.
The knowledge of retail staff operating post office services out of core hours did raise some concerns (Willshear, 2017).

[bookmark: _Toc164196350]Rural communities & the role of the post office. 

Research suggests that a survey carried out by “The Rural services network “showed that rural residents are committed to use the post office, with 98% of residents using it at some point and 31% using it on a weekly basis.
Postal services are very important in these areas with 72% of people using it for stamps and 65% to send parcels. The banking services of cash withdrawals and deposits are regularly used by a quarter of the rural focus group. Interestingly 84% of people said the Post Office is important to them (Wilson, 2017).

Research suggests that the results of a survey “Rural Post Office use”, conducted by Citizens Advice where 800 residents and 250 small businesses took part states there is a decline in the use of post offices as compared with ten years previously.
However, it does agree with previous research that customers in rural areas are still using the Post Office for purchasing stamps and sending parcels, they are also more likely to use the post office for cash withdrawals (Citizen’s advice, 2017).
The post office is a major part of rural life and not only serves the public for post office services but also offer local information, general support and a place where people can shop and meet friends and family.
Small businesses rely on the post office in rural areas as they use the postal and banking services. In this survey 71% of rural small businesses said they use post office services.
This survey states that 6 in 10 rural residents say they value the post office and regard it as extremely important to them.
This survey concluded that post office was of great importance to rural residents, and it is vital that this service is maintained for its loyal customer base (Citizen’s advice, 2017).

[bookmark: _Toc164196351]Social effects of Post office services

A survey conducted by the ‘YouGov’ and ‘London Economics for the department of business, energy and industrial strategy’ examined the social value of the Post Office network (Figure 2).
This stated that people who used the post office felt that the quality of service was the most important feature of a local post office. This was especially important to the over 65 age group where four in five people stated that this was very important to them accounting for 80% questioned. This was also a significant factor for the 40–64-year-olds with 75% agreeing and 64% in the 18-39 age bracket (Ellison et al., 2016).
The second problem people wanted to address was the distance to the post office, this was especially highlighted by the 18-39 age group where 72% stated its importance to them.
Other stipulations were late opening, being accessible by public transport and early opening was important to less people, elderly people mentioned the ability to park close to the office as being important (Ellison et al., 2016). 
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Figure 2
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(Ellison et al., 2016)
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The National Audit Office commissioned a study into the Post Office Network Change Programme focussing on the Department for Business Enterprise and Regulatory reform’s (BERR) handling of the closure programme.
The case study covered a broad geographical area across Great Britain, six areas were used to gather this information. The Post office in each of these areas had been replaced by an outreach service. This service involved a “Hub” office providing a service of six to twelve hours per week on one or two days and held in a village hall or similar community building or a mobile outreach which was a van offering the same service.
This service encountered many connection problems where the visiting officer was unable to connect to the vital Post Office services needed to conduct the business required. Unfortunately, if this problem happened then there was no way the officer could serve customers and failing to address the problem would have to abandon the service for the day.
An instance such as this occurring in any week, would cause the difficulty of customers having to wait until the next week for the service.
This survey found that the vulnerable customers, including the disabled, elderly and parents of young children found this change the hardest to cope with.
 
Research suggests that in nearly all instances any change will be met with apprehension and some level of resistance (Neeley & Leonardi, 2022).
The Technology Acceptance model (TAM) and the Unified Theory of Acceptance and use of Technology (UTAUT) suggest that customer acceptance of digitalisation is influenced by factors such as social influence, how they perceive the usefulness of the technology and how easy it is to use.
Age UK, 2021 suggests that the reasons for not accepting changes such as digitalisation may be due to the general divide. People in general have different levels of accepting technology. Older cohorts may have more reservations on the subject due to lack of understanding of digital tools (Age UK, 2021).
There are cultural concerns which can influences the acceptance of technology. Cohorts from cultures who value face to face contact may be hesitant to accept digitalisation as impersonal.
The fear of change is a common reaction when facing the unknown, people may worry about the effect on their lives or employment if this new technology is introduced. The fear of not being able to use the new technology or understand it can cause a reluctance to accept digitalisation. This goes hand in hand with a fear of security risks associated with digital technology (Lancaster university, 2018).
The physical problems associated with digitalisation can also be the limited access to internet services in rural areas, the Post Office have had problems with systems crashing due to internet failure especially in the mobile outreach services. Finally, the emotional attachment to tradition can cause a barrier for some people to accept digitalisation, there is a view that this traditional image is part of who these people are, their identity and they are therefore protective and weary of any changes that could challenge this idea (Andrews et al., 2019).

This research states that some rural residents have expressed some other negative factors of the new outreach services such as the times of opening, the location and the limited services offered to them. 
The most vulnerable of the rural areas have had to try and adapt not only to these new services but they also have experienced problems where an office is further away than before, and they have been forced to use public transport to access the service.
This NTP has proved to be more of an inconvenience to businesses in rural areas, where they could once deposit takings or post parcels they are like any other customer and must either use the outreach during the restricted hours or find alternative plans.
Any businesses within the village have suffered a loss of revenue due to people using town or other post offices they are likely to use the larger cheaper shops in the town causing less custom for the local businesses (Ipos Mori, 2008).
The Citizens Advice service agree with these findings and suggest that not only are the outreach services, which have replaced some rural offices offering limited hours some are only open for five and a half hours a week. There are two hundred and thirty-three outreach offices open for one hour a week, and one only open for ten minutes a week.
This it suggests has led to a decline in the service offered and residents have stated that they have felt a loss of independence and increased isolation since the post office transformation has been actioned (Citizens Advice, 2017).

[bookmark: _Toc164196353]Case Study

A case study conducted by the Citizens Advice reported that a rural resident found it difficult to access Post Office services as it was a ninety-minute journey to the nearest office. He found he had to undertake all his business on one day of the week and sometimes delayed in paying bills which caused occasional penalties and a lot of distress.
Similarly, another case was reported where a lady moved house after the local Post Office closed as she was unable to afford the alternative, which was a bus ride each time, she needed electricity top ups or needed to pay bills. Unfortunately, after she moved the Post Office in her new location also closed.
These incidents were but a few that Citizens Advice reported where the vulnerable and elderly especially have been socially and mentally impacted by the NTP (Citizens Advice, 2017).
Digitalisation has brought some much-needed changes to the post office but research suggests that the underlying strength of this business is the brand. This brand has been underpinned by its staff and especially the sub postmasters who account for more than half of the post office network of branches.

Gerstle, Lichtenstein & O'Connor, 2019 suggest that we should always be sceptical about technology and not assume that it can not only do good but can also harm too. This they suggest dates to the days of the industrial revolution when new technology made working life much easier, but the social effect was not as good. There was overcrowding and urbanisation due to the rapid growth of industrial cities and this led to traditional social structures and communities being disrupted as people moved from rural areas to cities in search of employment. This resulted in the breakdown of family and community ties, leading to social dislocation and alienation.

Post Office have always been portrayed as being upstanding members of the community. The status of being honest and trustworthy being one of the main reasons for this image.
However, in 2017 this was brought to question when the Post Office. Computer system, ‘Horizon’, began producing irregular payments or ‘Ghost transactions. This malfunction in a computer system caused major discrepancies in the accounting of many branches, which in turn resulted in Post Office prosecuting Sub postmasters with false accounting and even theft. Jason Coyne, a computer expert discredited the “Horizon system” and explained how he had found problems with the system and Fujitsu the manufacturers did not want to listen. This questions the reliance on technology as compared with the word of people who have helped make the post office the institution it is today (Flinders, 2024).













[bookmark: _Toc164196354]Methodology 
The methodology will outline the procedures used to complete this study. It will outline the methods used to gather the data in the most systematic way.
Research suggests the importance of this section as a way in which the author can demonstrate transparency in how the study is approached ensuring a valid and honest result.
This will allow any further research on the subject to be conducted and enable another researcher to understand and build on its findings
The epistemological research into this subject is vast and there are many ontological assumptions on the topic, this coupled with a particular keen interest in the Post Office as a business has prompted the curiosity of the author in the subject. The authors current position of currently studying a business degree course, and this coupled with previous employment as a subpostmistress during the time of the ‘Horizon’ problem, further enhanced the significance of the research.
Saunders et al, 2007 digital onion strategy has been followed as a guidance for the methodology of this paper. Research suggests that this model is a good way to gain an effective research paper. The research onion is broken down into six stages, research philosophy, research approach, research strategy, research choices, time horizons and techniques and procedures (Appendix 5). The aim is to work through each stage to gain the best background knowledge to enable the researcher to conduct a thorough research paper (Phair & Warren, 2021). This method has been adopted to this research paper to ensure the best possible approach to data gathering. 
Research philosophy – This study adopts a positivist epistemological stance, with the view to reveal empirical evidence on the impact of the NTP. It operates under an objectivist ontology concerning this subject. 
Research approach – This research employs a deductive approach and begins by compiling a theory driven hypothesis regarding the effects of the NTP on the rural communities in West Wales. 
Research strategy –The research strategy will involve the use of both qualitative and quantitative methods to produce the best possible information. 
Research choices – Mixed method will be used for this study. 
Time horizons – This study looks at the effect on the people of rural West Wales at the introduction of the NTP. 
Techniques and procedures – Qualitative data using thematic analysis to analyse open ended questions to produce in-depth opinion on the subject. Quantitative data gathered by means of a questionnaire. 

[bookmark: _Toc164196355]Reasoning for mixed method of data gathering.

Both qualitative and quantitative data collection methods for gathering information has been explored.
Whilst considering which method is best to use, I have opted for a mixed method of both quantitative and qualitative method as a means of gathering a deeper understanding of the research topic (Patton, 2015).
Research suggests that by using qualitative and quantitative methods of collecting data, such as questionnaires, interviews and open ended questions, it is possible to complement the strengths and address the limitations of both methods (Steckler et al.1992, Patton, 2015 and Garbarino and Holland,2009). 

The reason for opting for the mixed method of research is that they both make a valid contribution to this study, and it allows the researcher to gain a better understanding of the phenomenon under investigation. The mixed method allows the researcher to triangulate findings, comparing results from different methods. This helps ensure the validity and reliability of the data. 
If a qualitative study was completed on its own, then it would provide insights into motivations and perceptions of participants. This method is well suited for exploring complex phenomena, allowing it to capture rich, detailed data, however, has limitations, where it may lack generalisability.  
The quantitative method would gain data that could provide statistical analysis and generalisability, it excels in identifying trends and measuring relationships. However, its limitations are that it relies on the accuracy of the results input by the participant. 
  Combining both these methods allows the researcher to utilise the strengths of both methods to provide a more robust understanding of the research question (Almeida et al., 2017). 
 
Quantitative methods would be useful to compare data and test theories and concepts using numerical data that can be used for statistical analysis. Whereas qualitative would gather data about people’s feelings and thoughts. This method of gathering information focuses on the patterns and processes of human behaviour which would not be possible in a quantitative study (Tenny et al., 2022).

A structured questionnaire was used to gather quantitative data, while open ended questions were included to allow for qualitative insights and a deeper understanding of participants perspectives.
A structured questionnaire allows the author to standardise questions and therefore make the results easier to analyse objectively. These tools allow the gathering of quantitative data with clear objectives and hypotheses.
The open ended questions allow the participants to express themselves, offering their own experiences and preferences. Research suggests that participants can then offer more meaningful and authentic responses as they feel valued.

[bookmark: _Toc164196356]Data Collection

Data will be collected using a purposive sampling technique for both qualitative and quantitative data. This type of sampling was used, as research suggests it can offer the selection of candidates from a chosen section of society to provide unique insights into their experiences. The selection needed for this study will include individuals who reside in the rural community of West Wales and will represent the diverse perspectives of these residents. This will ensure that the target sample will have the knowledge required to address the research question, and will confirm that they can contribute meaningfully to the research study.

[bookmark: _Toc164196357]Quantitative research

The quantitative aspect of this study involved the distribution of a structured questionnaire to residents and stakeholders within the target rural communities.
The questionnaire was designed to gather demographic information, perceptions of the NTP and its perceived social impact (Appendix 1).
The questionnaire will include closed-end  and multiple choice questions to facilitate the quantitative analysis.
Quantitative data from the questionnaire will be analysed using descriptive statistics such as graphs frequencies and percentages.

[bookmark: _Toc164196358]Qualitative research

Qualitative data from the open ended questions will be analysed thematically, using coding techniques to identify patterns, themes and variations in the responses of the participants.
The findings from both qualitative and quantitative analyses will be integrated to form a comprehensive understanding of the social impact of the NTP on rural communities in West Wales.
Triangulation of the data sources will be conducted to provide valid and reliable results. This is done by using both qualitative and quantitative methods, as it is possible to cross- validate results from different data sources to validate and corroborate the findings, enhancing the reliability and credibility of the study.
The Microsoft excel package and IBM Statistical package for the social sciences (SPSS) will be used to validate the data gathered to analyse any correlations between chosen data. The results will be shown and discussed in the findings and discussion section (Team, 2022).



[bookmark: _Toc164196359]Ethical Considerations

An ethics form will be completed prior to gathering any information from participants.
Research suggests that it is a necessity to obtain ethical approval from the University’s Research ethics committee.
The main reason for gaining ethical approval is to demonstrate that the research conducted is respectful, honest, transparent and protects the participants and also the researcher during the process. The ethical approval will have to be sought and agreed before any questionnaires or interviews can be actioned.
 The rules of gathering research in an ethical manner will be adhered to including confidentiality, anonymity and voluntary participation of all participants. The data will be collected with transparency and integrity with the researcher explaining each action clearly (UWE Bristol, 2022).
These procedures will be actioned in an ethical manner by firstly acquiring informed consent  from each participant prior to data collection, and all measures necessary will be taken to safeguard their rights and privacy throughout the research process. 
The participants will be offered the choice to see the results after the completion of the survey (Office for Health Improvement and Disparities, 2020). 















[bookmark: _Toc164196360]Findings
 The results of the quantitative research will be displayed with the data interpretation of the results. The qualitative results will be analysed using thematic analysis and the overall results will be compared with other research on the subject and will be discussed in the discussion section.

[bookmark: _Toc164196361]Questionnaire Results


1.Do you live within rural West Wales (Carmarthenshire, Pembrokeshire, Powys, Ceredigion, Swansea, Neath)?

	Do you live within rural West Wales (Carmarthenshire, Pembrokeshire, Powys, Ceredigion,Swansea,Neath)?

	
	Frequency
	Percent
	Valid Percent
	Cumulative Percent

	Valid
	No
	3
	3.0
	3.0
	3.0

	
	Yes
	98
	97.0
	97.0
	100.0

	
	Total
	101
	100.0
	100.0
	


  






This survey consisted of 98 people from rural West Wales the other 3 do not match the criteria needed to complete this survey.





2. What area do you live?
This answer was written by participants to include their village name and results will be shown under the qualitative section of these findings.


3. What is your gender?
           
The highest amount of participants were women, with a score of 62 and 36 were male respondents, 3 respondents preferred not to say.







4.What is your age group? 

The age group showed a split of 
18-24 – 4
25-34 – 8
35-44 – 18
45-54 – 11
55-64 – 26
65+  –   34
The highest replies were in the 55-64 age group and over 65+. 








This section involved gaining information on the general criteria of people required to take this survey. As the survey was involving people living in rural West Wales it was important to ascertain where the participants resided.
The gender and age questions were relevant in determining what age group and sex used the Post Office.

5.Do you have a post office within 3 miles of your home?

Most participants, 77 people, have a post office within 3 miles of their home. 22 said they didn’t and only 1 person said they didn’t know.



6.Is this a ‘Traditional’ or ‘Agency’ office?
81 of the offices were agency meaning they were housed in a shop or other outlet.
11 offices were the traditional offices such as stand-alone post offices.


7.Do you use your nearest post office?
The question as to whether the participants used their local office brought a result of 76 using the nearest office and 25 saying they didn’t use it.










The above questions related to the Government criteria of offices being within 3 miles of any property, and to the type of post offices that are positioned in rural areas and whether they are used by residents of that area. 

Question 8 results are shown in the qualitative section of this report and probes further using to determine why people use or do not use the post office in that area.



9.What services do you use?
Question 9 asked which services were used by participants. The results showed that offices were used mostly for mail, with personal banking and bill payment quoted as second and third reason for use.




10.Are you able to access these services at your nearest office?
This question explores whether participants can access the services they want to use at their local post office. 69 said they could access the services but 21 said only some of them with a very small number saying they couldn’t access the services they needed.









11.Were you able to access these services before NTP?
 This question probes deeper and asks if these services were accessible to the participant before NTP. 84 people said they were with 15 saying they couldn’t access the services before NTP.




These questions were designed to gather information as to whether the post offices offered the same services as before NTP.
This question asks what days do the local offices open. The results showed that they were mainly open on Monday to Friday with some open on a Saturday. Very few opened on a Sunday.

12.What days do your local post office open?



13. What hours do they operate?
This question explores what hours the offices operate. The results show that 43 are open all day and most are open mornings and afternoons. The least number were open in the evening.



These questions were designed to investigate the days the post office operated and which hours they were open. This showed whether the Government criteria for post offices were being actioned.




14.How important was the post office to you?This looks at the importance of the post office to its customers. The majority, that is 83 people said it was important or somewhat important. Only 10 said it was not important and 9 suggested that they didn’t have a preference.







15.Was the post office important to you on a social level?
This question asks about the importance of post office on a social level. The results were split with 42 saying yes and 42 saying no. 15 people said maybe.



These questions were designed to explore the importance of the post office network to the participants and to examine if there was a social element to why they felt it was important or not.

16.Question 16 Why was the post office important to you on a social level? is answered as a qualitative answer and will be shown in the later section of these findings.

17.Do you think this service is better or worse than before?
Question 17 looks at whether this service is better or worse than before NTP. The results showed that 57 people thought it was worse now than before the changes. Only 8 thought it was better and 36 thought it didn’t seem to be any different.





This section is exploring whether residents felt they had a better or worse service than before NTP or was there no difference?


18. This question Why do you think it is better, worse or no different? is answered as qualitative research and will be looked at separately at the end of this section.

19.Did you know these plans of post offices moving into larger stores were being considered?
This question looks at the awareness of people as to what was happening in the network.
The results showed that 69 people did not know that changes were going to be made. 23 people said they were aware of the forthcoming changes and 9 not knowing either way.










20.Do you know why these changes were being made by Post Office?

The question as to why changes were being made by Post Office resulted in 88 people not knowing why changes needed to be made and 12 stating that they knew why NTP was essential.







21.Did you know you could have opposed these changes?
The awareness of the choice to object to the NTP changes showed 94 people not knowing and only 6 knew they could have opposed the changes.



22.Would you have considered opposing these changes?
Exploring the choice to oppose the changes if they had known it was possible to do this showed that 60 people would have opposed it, and 27 not sure. 14 said they wouldn’t have opposed the changes.








This section of questions was to explore the participants’ knowledge on NTP, and whether the Post Office had given the required consideration to the consultation process.

23.Do you use another business to post parcels?

This was a general question to see if the service could be affected by NTP. The results were split with 54 saying they didn’t use another service and 46 saying they did.



24. Why do you use another service rather than Post Office?

The reason for using another service was examined and the majority showed they used another service as it was more convenient, and the price was more favourable.


These questions examined whether participants had moved to use another business to post their parcels, and then further probed to ask the reason why they would do this. The results showed that it was evenly split with 46 using another service and 56 stating they didn’t use any other service.

25. Overall do you think the Post Office image and trust in the brand is better or worse since the recent Post Office scandal report involving Postmasters and the ‘Horizon’ system?
This question looks at the Post Office brand and whether it has been in disrepute since the Post Office Horizon scandal.
The results show 66 people think less of the brand now and 25 with no opinion. Only 9 state that they don’t think any less of the Post Office.










This question probes the general feeling of residents for the Post Office brand and questions whether this scandal has caused a loss of trust in the business.


[bookmark: _Toc164196362]Qualitative results

The responses to questions 2,8,16 and 18 were obtained as qualitative answers and they will now be recorded after being grouped using thematic analysis and the interpretation of the results shown.





2. What area do you live?
Theme 1

	Participants Comments
	Researcher Interpretation
	Theme Identified

	Pontyberem (P1)
	Most replies from this village.
	All categories are from rural West Wales, so appropriate for this study.

	Carmarthen (P2)
	Although a town it is still rural West Wales
	

	Drefach (P3)
	Village setting in Gwendraeth Valley.
	

	Crwbin (P4)
	Very rural setting in Gwendraeth Valley.
	

	Ammanford (P5)
	Town setting in rural West Wales.
	

	Bancffosfelen (P6)
	Very rural setting in Gwendraeth Valley.
	

	Llanelli (P7)
	Another town but still in rural West Wales.
	

	Llanon (P8)
	Village setting in Gwendraeth Valley.
	

	Ponthenry (P9) 
	Village setting in Gwendraeth Valley.
	




These results were obtained to check on the criteria needed for this research paper. The participant population needed to come from rural West Wales, as this was the chosen specific area of the study.
This area research suggests includes the counties of Carmarthenshire, Swansea, Ceredigion and Neath Port Talbot (Appendix 1).




8.Why don’t you use your nearest office?

Theme 2

	[bookmark: _Hlk163564300]“I use my local office”.
“Always use it”
	Use of shop
	Office is being used

	“I do sometimes but I use the one in Carmarthen as I work there”.
“Often in Fishguard and their opening hours suit so I use the one there”
	Use other offices near work for convenience.
	Use of other Post Offices

	“I do it all online as its more convenient”
“Do everything online”.

	Online transactions are easier.
	Online use

	[bookmark: _Hlk163564934]“Don’t like the shop”.
“Nearest one is too far away”.
“They don’t open when I can get someone to take me”
	Lack of local office or opening hours
	Problem of outreach office limited hours and distance to travel to nearest office.

	“Lack of privacy”
“Don’t like the lack of privacy”.
“No privacy”
	The lack of privacy 
	Privacy



The main issues here are the lack of privacy, the limited opening hours, and the distance needed to travel to the office. Utilising alternatives such as online, or other offices for convenience.



16.Why was the post office important to you on a social level?
Theme 3

	“As a person living alone it was vitally important to see others”
“Great for the community”
“Meeting other people”
	Social interaction for wellbeing and loneliness.
	Importance of social interaction.

	“Tradition, plus my grandparents trusted the post office”.

	Trusting the service
	Trust in the post office brand.

	“I felt safe getting my money from there because I knew everyone”
	Feelings of safety
	Trusting the service and feeling safe.

	“Because the postmaster knew you and was very accommodating”
	Trust
	

	“It was nice to know the postmaster and know that everything was being done correctly”
	Trust
	


 
This showed the importance of social interaction, the feeling of trust and being safe.

18.Why do you think the service is better worse or no different than before the NTP?
Theme 4

	Participants Comments
	Researchers Interpretation
	Theme identified

	“Same service but privacy is an issue at the counter” and “…less privacy in larger store to discuss matters”.
	Privacy is a concern
	Privacy concerns

	“The Post office offers the same service as before” and “it hasn’t changed”
	No change to services
	Service has not changed

	“It’s not personal like it used to be” and “It was better before more friendly and personal”
	Personal touch has been lost
	

	Staff change all the time, no continuity” and the postmistress knew everyone now you don’t know who will serve you” “The service isn’t as personal as before”
	Personal service has been compromised
	Post office trait of being more than just a postmaster has been lost, causing lack of trust in the brand.

	They only operate on certain days and sometimes don’t even turn up” and “only open a few hours a week”
	Outreach offices have limited opening hours but should still open during those hours. Lack of professionalism.
	Lack of policing whether offices are providing the services they should be offering.

	“Longer opening hours” and don’t have to go into town to do my banking” “It’s convenient to have the shop with the post office”.
	Offering a better service with better access to other facilities such as groceries.
	Longer opening hours and more convenient for shopping.

	“Staff are not so knowledgeable” and “…they don’t provide the same service; staff aren’t trained enough to deal with enquiries”” Staff not as experienced” “…the expertise has been lost…”
	Lack of training for post office staff. Not able to provide the specialist service required.
	Service problems with untrained staff and a danger of causing a loss of trust in the brand.


[bookmark: _Toc164196363]Results showed both positive and negative feelings towards the NTP.
Discussion 

The following chapter will highlight the findings of both quantitative and qualitative data. The questions asked during the purpose of this research will be used to
The quantitative data was the result of a questionnaire completed by one hundred and one participants, the results were noted and will be discussed in this section. The qualitative data was coded and sorted using thematic analysis. This discussion will look at the results gathered and compare with the relevant literature on the subject. This will give a broad insight into the research question and using this robust data a conclusion can then be drawn and the hypothesis can either be supported or rebuked.


Did the Post Office provide what they promised where the location of Post Offices would be?
The questionnaire showed that the criteria of having offices within three miles of any property was shown in questions 5,6, and 7. The results showed that most participants (77) did live within three miles access to a post office.
This was one of the stipulations of Government when proposing the NTP. It was vital to keep the service available to as many customers as possible.
Research suggested that the Government proposed that 95%  of the population of every postcode district had to be within six miles of their nearest post office. 
Citizens Advice, 2017 state that this distance is ‘as the crow flies’ and doesn’t take into account the distances needed to be travelled by road. It reveals that the results as seen in (appendix 3) show that actual distances are much further and less accessible than the data originally states.
 Are Post Offices offering the same service as before regarding transactions available?
The Post office is offering a comparable service to its customers. Many people said they used their nearest office (81) and they suggested that these were agency offices. The quantitative question concurred and suggested.
“I use my local office” and another stated.
“Always use it”.
“The Post office offers the same service as before” and “it hasn’t changed” 

 Willshear, 2017 argues that the services offered were not always the same as the original sub- post office. The ‘local’ office offered services that were limited after core hours and in the ‘outreach’ offices the services they could offer were limited due to practicalities of the amount of forms and cash they could carry to the outreach location.

The response from some participants were that they didn’t use the nearest office and there were a variety of reasons for this, one of which was convenience of using the one nearest to work.
“I do sometimes but I use the one in Carmarthen as I work there”.
There was a suggestion that the knowledge of the staff was limited and so the service offered was not as good as before the NTP.
“Staff are not so knowledgeable” and “…they don’t provide the same service; staff aren’t trained enough to deal with enquiries”” Staff not as experienced” “…the expertise has been lost…”

The other problem highlighted for not using the local office was the lack of privacy in the new style offices. Many people suggest that to have a post office counter at the end of a retail counter doesn’t allow for the privacy of the transactions that are done there.

“Lack of privacy”
“Don’t like the lack of privacy”.
“No privacy”
Are the opening hours the same as before?
The survey shows that the opening hours are the same as before or in some cases better. They very often are open the same hours as the shop which could be until 10 pm or on Sundays.
However, the qualitative questions brought a different opinion where there were comments 
“Nearest one is too far away”.

“They don’t open when I can get someone to take me” 
This could be highlighting the fact that the post office replaced some offices with the ‘outreach’ model. This meant that the travelling office would be held in a public hall or room in a café or shop which would only open for two or three hours on two days of the week.

Did Post Office give enough information to customers before and during the ‘consultation process’?

The consultation process was explored, and the results showed that most participants (69) didn’t know there were going to be changes to the network, with 23 saying they did know.
When asked if they knew why the changes were being made 88 said they did not know and only 12 said they did know of why there were going to be changes within the service.
This prompted the question as to whether they would have opposed the NTP if they had known, 94 participants said they would have opposed changes to the network if they had known. And 6 said no they would not.
The Post Office were required to follow a code of practice set up and agreed by Post Office and Citizens Advice. This information about the forthcoming NTP was to be displayed by poster, by letter and by code of practice books all located at the branch in question.
The Citizens Advice commissioned an experienced research agency GfK to monitor the compliance of offices to display this information to the public in the form of prominent posters, distribution of leaflets and code of practice booklets.
The GfK found that in most instances with the aid of mystery shopper results, the compliance was very low (Appendix 4).
It was suggested that this was one of the major reasons why customers felt they didn’t have enough information about the forthcoming NTP. 

What are the social problems associated with this new project?

The survey asked the question whether the post office held an importance to the participant. Most people (83) said that it was important to them. When asked about its importance on a social level the results were split with 42 people saying ‘yes’, they thought it was important to them on a social level and 42 saying ‘no’, it was not important to them socially. This question was probed deeper in the qualitative section to explore the reason behind the ‘Yes’ or ‘No’ answers.
This question prompted a split result on the quantitative research but was quite definitive remarks in the qualitative responses.
“As a person living alone it was vitally important to see others”.

“Meeting other people”.

This theme uncovered a few answers with participants, this answer seemed to be mixed with the topics of familiarity, trust of the brand and issues with ‘feeling safe’.

“I felt safe getting my money from there because I knew everyone”.
“Because the postmaster knew you and was very accommodating”.
The interesting point here is that the majority of people completing this questionnaire were in the older group of 18-44 were thirty as compared to 45 – 65 years showing a  participation of 71 people.
Research states that although the post office is important to most people they hold significant importance to vulnerable groups including people from low socio-economic groups and older people. Most of these groups rely on these services not only for cash and bill paying services but they also use the post office as a centre for support, information and a social outlet to meet friends and family (Barnett, n.d.).
Have customers had to migrate to different avenues to conduct their business?
Exploring the shopping habits of the participants, this question examined whether the participant had opted to send parcels via a different service. The survey showed that 46 people used another service but the majority (54) did not use any other service. The participants that used an alternative service, did so because they found it convenient (33) and the price (27) was the other factor that caused people to use another method of posting parcels.
Overall did customers feel this transformation project was a success?.
The survey reported that most people thought the NTP made the post office worse than before (66), whereas 25 participants felt they didn’t know and 9 thought the service was better after the changes were made by Post Office.
The qualitative research showed the respect afforded to the Postmaster and the trust in the brand that was carried on through generations of people.
“It was nice to know the postmaster and know that everything was being done correctly”.
“Tradition, plus my grandparents trusted the post office”.
The participants who favour the NTP stated that they were pleased with the longer open hours and the convenience of having groceries under the same roof.
“Longer opening hours” and don’t have to go into town to do my banking” “It’s convenient to have the shop with the post office”.
The results of the quantitative question regarding the age mix of the participants show that the majority were aged between 55- 65+. This appears to suggest that the older cohort have been impacted most on the changes brought in by the Post Office. This is corroborated in other surveys conducted by Citizens Advice, 2017, where the participants reported a sense of loss of independence and increased isolation since the NTP has been actioned.
[bookmark: _Toc164196364]Limitations 

It is important when writing a research paper to acknowlege any limitations that could have been encountered during the study.Every effort was done to acknowledge and avoid any obvious limitations that could cause a skewed result however some factors encountered, for different reasons could have impacted on this study.
The sample size of the study (101), could have been larger which would have brought more varied results to be analysed. The method of gathering the data for the questionnaire although purposeful in terms of area explored, could have also been done by handing out copies at various post office outlets which could have proved to have a better more valid result, and the sample size would then have been bigger adding to the reliability of the data gathered.
The questions in the questionnaire could have included the ethnicity and socioeconomic status of participants which could have added to the interest of the results and allowed the exploration of why the post offices were used by certain groups of people.









[bookmark: _Toc164196365]Conclusion 
The question as to whether the Network Transformation Programme (NTP) has had a social impact on the people of rural West Wales has been examined. A questionnaire was used to gather quantitative data. Open-ended questions were used to provide qualitative research and to add depth and provide richer data from the results. This data was then compared to the research from the literature review on the subject.
 This study found that although the Post Office did attempt to inform the public about NTP by offering a consultation process, this was not always available in the offices where the changes were proposed. This meant that customers did not have the choice to express their opinion on the forthcoming changes, and so the consensus was that they failed to accomplish this to the satisfaction of the target group. 
The Post Office had agreed to keep the number of offices and this it was shown to provide, as too were the longer opening hours. However they did not stipulate the type of office that would be operating in any area and many had outreach services who only operated on one or two days a week for one or two hours, resulting in an overall loss of service for customers.
The ‘Local’ post office was often open for longer hours however that normally involved inexperienced staff manning the office out of core hours and very often offering a limited service due to lack of expertise in the post.
The style of office was also an issue where the post office counter was an extension of the retail counter. In many instances the participants in our survey and other surveys conducted by various stakeholders found that there was a definite lack of privacy, and this in turn would lead to feelings of being unsafe.
The social aspect it was felt was lost in these new style offices as there were less offices positioned in a shop in the actual village, so the customers who had relied on the post office as a ‘lifeline’ were now experiencing the loss of a vital service.

The conclusion of this study therefore supports the hypothesis that
“Despite the implementation of digital technologies and business transformation initiatives within the Post Office in rural West Wales, residents will continue to face barriers to accessibility and experience limited improvements in social cohesion, economic activity and quality of life”.
[bookmark: _Toc164196366]Recommendations
This study has shown the impact of the Post Office Network Transformation Programme on the rural communities of West Wales. If this study were to be replicated and used as a base for further research then there are some recommendations which may be helpful.

· The study could include the ethnicity of participants.
· The study could include the socioeconomic position of participants.
· The study area could be increased to the explore the whole of Wales or even the United Kingdom as the above factors could play a part in the use of the Post Office services.
· Any future changes the Government introduce to the Post Office structure should include real distances to access and not ‘as the crow flies’.
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Rural West Wales
[image: Southwest Wales nature reserves, map, guide, pictures]The areas of rural West Wales.
Pembrokeshire, Ceredigion, Carmarthenshire, Swansea and Neath Port Talbot.
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The Post Office Network Changes - 
"Assessing the social impact in rural West Wales".

The purpose of this survey is to collect your feedback on Post Office and the services it offers.  The Post Office made changes to their business by moving offices into bigger retail premises, this survey will look at the impact on communities in West Wales. Your feedback will help in the research for my dissertation . All responses will be kept confidential and used for research purposes only. If you wish to obtain the final results of this survey please contact the author on 2114452@student.uwtsd.ac.uk. Please note by continuing to complete the questionnaire you are indicating your voluntary consent to participate. Thank you so much for sharing your time to complete this survey.

	
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	


Required

1.Do you live within rural West Wales (Carmarthenshire, Pembrokeshire, Powys,

 Ceredigion,Swansea,Neath)?

Yes
No

2.What area do you live? (Enter village / town)

3.What is your gender?

Woman

Man

Prefer not to say

4.What is your age group?

18-24

25-34

35-44

45-54

55-64

65+

5.Do you have a Post Office within three miles of your home?

Yes

No

Don't know

6.Is this a 'stand-alone' post office or is it within a larger shop?

Stand Alone Office (Traditional)

Within a bigger shop (Agency Office)

7. Do you use the nearest Post Office?

Yes

No

8.Why don't you use your nearest office?

9.What services do you use? (Tick all that apply)

Business Banking

Mail / Parcels

Bill Payment

Car Tax

Personal Banking

Stationery

Do not use

10.Are you able to access these services at your local office?

Yes

No

Some of them

Don't use

11.Were you able to access these services before Post Office changes?

Yes

No

12.What days do your local Post Office open?

Monday

Tuesday

Wednesday

Thursday

Friday

Saturday

Sunday

Don't know

13.What hours do they operate? (Tick all that apply)

Mornings

Afternoon

Evening

All day

Don't know

14.How important was the local Post Office to you?

Extremely important

Somewhat important

Neutral

Somewhat not important

Extremely not important

15.Was the Post Office important to you on a Social level?

Yes

No

Maybe

16.Why was the Post Office important to you on a social level?

17.Do you think this service is better or worse than before?

Better

Worse

No different

18.Why do you think its better, worse or no different?

19.Did you know these changes  of moving offices into larger stores were going to be made by Post Office Ltd?

Yes

No

Don't know

20.Do you know why these changes were being made by Post Office?

Yes
 
No

21.Did you know you could have opposed these changes?

Yes

No

22.Would you have opposed these changes?

Yes

No

Maybe



23.Do you use another business to post parcels?

Yes

No

Don't use another service

24.Why do you use a different service rather than Post Office? (tick all that apply)

Convenience

Price

Customer Service

Other

25.Overall Do you think the Post Office image and trust in the brand is worse or better since the recent Post Office Scandal involving Postmasters and the Horizon system?

Better

Worse

Don't know
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Types of Compliance- and issues associated  (Willshear,2017).
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What is your gender?


Woman	Man	Prefer not to say	62	36	3	


What is your age group?


18-24	25-34	35-44	45-54	55-64	65+	4	8	18	11	26	34	


Do you have a Post Office within 3 miles?


Yes	No	Don't know	77	22	1	

Traditional or Agency office.


Traditional	Agency	11	81	


Use of post office


Yes	No	76	25	

What services do you use?


Business Banking	Mail/Agency	Bill payment	Car Tax	Personal Banking	Stationery	Do not use	17	83	35	21	52	19	9	


                  Able to access these at post office?


Yes	No	Some of them	Don't use	69	3	21	7	

Were these services accessible before NTP?


Yes	No	84	15	

What days does the post office open?


Mon	Tue	Wed	Thu	Fri	Sat	Sun	Do't know	78	77	77	77	78	64	16	21	


What hours do they operate?


Mornings	Afternoon	Evening	All day	Don't know	37	36	3	43	21	


Importance of post office to residents


Extremely Important	Somewhat Important	Neutral	Somewhat not important	Not important	56	27	9	6	1	

Importance of Post office on a social level


Yes	No	Maybe	42	42	15	

Is the service better/worse than before NTP?

Better	Worse	No different	8	57	36	


Were you aware of changes of NTP?


Yes	No	Don't know	23	69	9	

Awareness of why changes were being made


Yes	No	12	88	

Awareness of being able to object to changes


Yes	No	6	94	

Would you have opposed changes?


Yes	No	Maybe	60	14	27	

Do you use another business to post parcels


Yes	No 	46	54	

Why do you use a different service?


Convenience	Price	Customer Service	Other	33	27	6	17	


Perception of Post Office brand since 'Horizon' scandal


Better	Worse	Don't know	9	66	25	
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Figure 9: Importance of aspects of a Post Office branch
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Base: All who use a Post Office at least once a year (n=4,817)
4.3.4 People aged 18-39 prioritise the distance from where they set off (72%) and being
open on the weekend (67%) ahead of quality of service (64%). Being open late in
the evening (51%) and early in the morning (31%) are also factors significantly
more important to people aged 18-39 than to older adults. This is an indication that
to younger adults, convenience and flexibility are more desirable characteristics
than services and qualiy.

4.35 People aged 65 and over are much more likely than younger adults to feel that
having close parking available is an important aspect of a branch, with one-in-two
(50%) reporting this in comparison with 43% of 40-64 year-olds and 30% of 18-39
year-olds.
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Table 1: Projected access to Post Offices by the end of the NTP*

E:

ated % of Population by 2018

Target Urban Urban | Rural All All All, by
Deprived Postcode
District
Within 1 |Within | Within | Within | Within | Within 6
mile 1mile |3miles |[1mile [3miles |miles
99% of 95% 95% 90% 99% 95%
England | Achieved [99.7% 97.8% 99.0% [93.7% |99.8% [Achieved
Wales Achieved |99.8% 97.8% 982% [90.7% |99.4% [Achieved
Scotland | Achieved |[99.2% 97.9% 957% [91.3% |98.7% [Achieved
N.Ireland |Achieved |[99.5% 94.8% 97.8% [78.9% [99.0% [Achieved
UK Achieved |99.7% 97.8% 98.4% [93.0% |99.7% [Achieved
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