Evaluating Business Sentiments: Analysing the Effectiveness of Mandatory Council Surveys.

Introduction 
In 2015, the Future Generations of Wales Act was enacted (Future Generations Commissioner, 2015), which mandated statutory consultations with various groups, including residents, staff, trade unions, and businesses. This legislation aims to ensure that the voices of these groups are heard and considered in decision-making processes (Future Generations Commissioner, 2015). At Carmarthenshire County Council, the first statutory business survey was conducted in 2022, and it has since become an annual exercise, now in its third year. The primary objective of these surveys is to gauge the sentiments of local businesses towards the council, assess how the council manages resources, and understand the business environment within the county. These consultations are crucial for identifying areas where the council can improve its services for businesses. However, the effectiveness of these surveys in achieving their intended goals remains an open question.
The purpose of this research project is to evaluate the effectiveness of the mandatory council surveys in capturing the authentic views of business owners and informing council departments for decision-making. Specifically, the project aims to determine whether the information gathered from these surveys is actionable and informative, aiding in the improvement of services and policies. Additionally, the research will investigate whether the current survey methodology is the most suitable approach for fulfilling the statutory requirements of the Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015 (Future Generations Commissioner, 2015). By gaining insights into the views of business owners regarding the council's management of resources and the overall business environment within the county, the project will highlight areas where the council can enhance its engagement with the business community.
This research will employ a mixed-methods approach, combining primary data collection through surveys with secondary research. The primary data will be gathered from the third annual business survey, which targets businesses located in Carmarthenshire. The survey results will be analysed to identify trends and patterns in business owners' opinions over the past three years. Secondary research will involve reviewing existing literature and previous studies on the effectiveness of local government surveys and public consultations. This dual approach will provide a comprehensive understanding of the research topic, allowing for a thorough evaluation of the survey's effectiveness and the identification of best practices and potential areas for improvement.
Ultimately, this research aims to ensure that the council's efforts to engage with the business community are effective. By assessing the current survey methodology and exploring alternative approaches, the project seeks to enhance the council's ability to gather meaningful feedback and drive continuous improvement in its services for businesses.





Literature Review 
The purpose of this literature review is to identify and understand the current literature surrounding the topic of citizen involvement within local government. Looking at how effective citizen involvement is. This literature review also aims to critically analyse these sources to understand how relevant they are to the current research being undertaken. I aim to identify current literature that will help support this project, dismiss work that will not be relevant, and identify gaps in the research that this project will aim to address.
This literature review uncovered many sources surrounding citizen involvement in local government, gathering citizens opinions on local government, and the effectiveness of surveys and other research methods. Furthermore, many of the studies were able to show their finding through case studies, which adds a layer of validity to the source. 
As so many sources were uncovered, it was important to narrow the scope of this literature review. One way the scope was narrowed was through the identification of themes. Many themes occurred while reviewing the literature, therefore this appeared to be the most logical way to analyse the current research. However, a decision on what themes to explore further also had to be made, in order to complete the literature review within a relatively short time frame. Therefore, two themes were identified, these are;
· Significance of Citizen Involvement within Local Government 
· Enhancing Survey Response Rates.
These themes were chosen due to their relevance to the research topic. 
However, the geographical scope was broad, due to the access to thousands of online resources such as journal articles. Therefore, international reports and case studies were able to be considered. This includes United States of America, Australia, Ireland, China, Germany, and Spain. This will help look at this topic in a international context and provide more meaningful insight into the topic. Allowing for more depth and consideration to be taken to the focus of this research. Also making it more reliable and repeatable.
The literature for this review was found primarily through Google Scholar, where journal articles and research papers were accessed. To further narrow the scope, any literature that solely focused on private company research was excluded. 
The first theme that stood out from the literature, was the discussion of the significance of Citizen Involvement within Local Government. Many of the sources accessed discussed this topic and noted the pivotal role this involvement is, in fostering effective and responsive local governments (Royo, Yetano, and Acrete, 2011 and Balla and Xie, 2020). Balla and Xie (2020) in the source “Consultation as policymaking innovation: comparing government transparency and public participation in China and the United States”, argues that this citizen involvement is not just a tick box exercise performed out of legal necessity, but a powerful instrument for achieving objectives for improvement within government organisations (Balla and Xie, 2020). Including enhancing local services, improving public trust in local government, and deepening democratic values (Balla and Xie, 2020). The view presented by Balla and Xie (2020), is backed up by research conducted by Yang and Callahan in 2005, which proves this view has stood the test of time.
However, research completed by Christensen and McQuestin (2019) in Australia told a different story. Their research entitled “Community engagement in Australian local governments: a closer look and strategic implications”, looked at community engagement practices in Australian local governments. Highlighting that these organisations are legally mandated to engage with their communities, through surveys and other methods (Christensen and McQuestin, 2019). Significantly, they found that this legal requirement was a notable driver to enact this community engagement (Christensen and McQuestin, 2019). Which suggests that the motivation for engaging with citizens is not always from a authentic aspiration to improve local government services. 
The above sources identify interesting opposing views on the significance of local government utilising community engagement methods. Interestingly they both provide relevance to this research as it is important to consider the cynical view of Christensen and McQuestin (2019), while also aspiring to the optimistic views of Balla and Xie, 2020). This is because the surveys that this research aims to define the effectiveness of are legally mandated by the Well-Being of Future Generations Act (2015). Therefore the work of Christensen and McQuestin (2019) should be carefully considered, especially due to the fact that it was published after the Welsh act came into being. Although we must also consider the Welsh context of this research against the Australian context of their research. However, the optimistic view of Yang and Callahan (2005) and Balla and Xie (2020) are what the Council aim to achieve despite the mandatory nature of our surveys. Therefore, their work will be critical in understanding how the culture of the organisation presenting the opportunity for engagement may have an impact. As, if we are looking to improve that will be the aim of our engagement ventures. 
The second theme identified while reviewing the literature was the various studies that discussed ways in which to enhance survey response rates. This is especially relevant to this research project as it aims to look at the effectiveness of our surveys, and the more responses received the more effective a survey can be. A study by Neal, Neal, and Piteo (2020) noted that higher response rates increase the representatives and reliability of survey data (Neal, Neal, and Piteo, 2020). 
Sources such as “Prenotification, Incentives, and Survey Modality: An Experimental Test of Methods to Increase Survey Response Rates of School Principals” by Jacob and Jacob (2012) and “Raising Response Rates in Mail Surveys of Small Business Owners: Results of an Experiment” by Dennis (2003), recognised that surveys are an essential tool for collecting data from individuals to understand their perspectives on things such as practices and policies (Dennis, 2003 and Jacob and Jacob, 2012). 
One specific piece of research by Dennis in 2003 is particularly relevant to this research project. Dennis (2003) examines that challenges of low response rates in mail surveys of small business owners and emphasizes the need for realistic strategies to improve response rates without excessive costs or alienating participants (Dennis, 2003). As a response to these low response rates Dennis found that financial incentives, university sponsorship, and stamped return envelopes consistently increase response rates in business surveys (Dennis, 2003). These improvement strategies provide practical solutions to an issue, which even in 2024 we face as a council, however it does not go into detail about the root cause of the issue.
Furthermore, it would be remiss of this literature review to not note the downfalls of Dennis’ work however. It is crucial to note that this work could be considered outdated, and although the topic is relevant the content may not be. This research was published in 2003 and talks about mail surveys, which is not a usual practice in a society that relies on technology. Taking into account the relevance of this study it would be fair to conclude that the theories can be taken into consideration and should be applied with caution to a more relevant context. 
Although, a study conducted by Jacob and Jacob in 2012 found that response rates to surveys were improved by the same practical methods Dennis (2003) suggested. Adding validity to his work despite its date. Additionally, Jacob and Jacob (2012) found that mail surveys has better response rates than web-based surveys (Jacob and Jacob, 2012). Which further validates the work of Dennis (2003). However, a more recent study in 2020 by Neal, Neal, and Peito (2020) disregarded the idea that monetary incentives has a significant impact on survey response rates (Neal, Neal, and Peito, 2020). Which is significant to this research project, as monetary incentives is not something a local authority could offer, therefore this study enables us to disregard this as an option to increase responses. 
It is important to note however, that there is a gap in this research. One which this project aims to address. Many of these sources discuss the importance of local governments engaging in citizen engagement, while other sources look at boosting response rates in surveys, especially Dennis (2003), who looks at doing this with businesses. However, there is a need to understand and analyse these concepts together. How can we improve the response rates to local government surveys to get the best data, and are the surveys the most effective way to get citizens engaged? 
In conclusion, the literature highlights the critical role of citizen involvement in local government, emphasizing its potential to enhance services, build public trust, and deepen democratic values. However, legal mandates often drive this engagement, raising questions about the authenticity of these efforts. Additionally, while strategies to boost survey response rates are well-documented, their applicability varies with changing times and technologies. This research aims to bridge the gap by exploring effective methods for increasing survey responses in local government contexts, thereby ensuring better data collection and more meaningful citizen engagement.



Methodology 
This research project employs a mixed methodology approach to evaluate the effectiveness of the Annual Business Survey. The methodology is designed to integrate both primary and secondary research methods, ensuring a robust analysis of the data collected.
Primary Research 
The core of this research involves the Annual Business Survey, which has been conducted for the past three years among local businesses in Carmarthenshire. The survey is designed to collect direct feedback from business owners regarding their views on council services, resource management, and the overall business environment.
Survey Design
The survey will be designed using SNAP XMP software, which offers advanced features for creating, distributing, and analysing surveys. The design process will commence on 1st July and will involve collaboration with various council departments, including marketing, economic development, and business support, to ensure that the questions are relevant and comprehensive. The survey will be reviewed to address any potential biases and ensure clarity and neutrality in the questions posed.
Data Collection
The survey will go live to businesses on 18th July, following ethical approval obtained by 19th July. The distribution will leverage existing council communication channels to reach a wide audience. The survey will remain open until 30th August, allowing ample time for business owners to participate. The collected responses will be gathered starting from 2nd September.
Data Analysis
Once the survey closes, the data will be transcribed and analysed using SNAP XMP and Microsoft Excel. The analysis will focus on identifying trends and patterns over the past three years. Significant time will be allocated to ensure thorough analysis, with a particular emphasis on determining the actionability of the survey data in improving council services and policies.
Secondary Research 
In addition to the primary data collected through the Annual Business Survey, secondary research will be employed to provide context and validate the survey findings. This will involve a detailed review of existing literature, previous studies, and reports related to business surveys and their effectiveness in local government settings.
Literature Review
The secondary research will begin on 12th August and will include accessing resources from the University Library, online journal articles, and books. The literature review will focus on identifying best practices in conducting business surveys, the methodologies employed by other local governments, and the overall effectiveness of these surveys in capturing business sentiments and informing policy decisions.
Comparative Analysis
The research will also involve comparing the results of the Annual Business Survey with findings from existing research to identify similarities, differences, and potential areas for improvement. This comparative analysis will provide a broader perspective on the effectiveness of the survey methodology and highlight best practices that can be adopted to enhance the survey's impact. 
The Annual Business Survey, now in its third year, is a well-established tool used by Carmarthenshire County Council to gather valuable feedback from local businesses. This survey is part of the statutory requirement to consult with businesses, ensuring compliance with the Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015. It consistently provides actionable insights that inform council policies and initiatives aimed at improving services and fostering a better business environment. The survey's established methodology allows for trend analysis and comparison of data over the years, enhancing the reliability and relevance of the findings.
By combining primary data from the Annual Business Survey with insights from secondary research, this project aims to offer a comprehensive understanding of the effectiveness of the surveys. The integrative approach ensures that the findings are well-rounded and grounded in both direct feedback from business owners and established research in the field.
Ethical Considerations 
Ethical approval is a critical component of this research project, ensuring that the data collection process adheres to established ethical standards. Approval will be obtained by 19th July, prior to the survey distribution. The research will maintain confidentiality and anonymity of the respondents, with data being used solely for the purpose of this study.
As the research involves council members and local business owners, it is important to recognize potential insider bias. The researcher, being part of the council, must be mindful of the dynamics and relationships that could influence responses. Steps will be taken to mitigate this bias, such as ensuring anonymity in survey responses and maintaining a neutral stance during data collection and analysis. The researcher's limited direct engagement with some participants also helps minimize the risk of biased feedback.
Epistemology and Ontology 
Understanding the nature of knowledge and reality is pivotal to this study. The research adopts a pragmatic ontology, recognizing that reality is constructed through social processes and interactions between the council and business owners. This perspective acknowledges that the realities of business owners and council officials may vary, influenced by their experiences and contexts.
Epistemologically, the study is grounded in pragmatism, positing that knowledge is contingent and evolves through practical engagement with the world. This approach allows the research to integrate both qualitative and quantitative data, thereby capturing a comprehensive picture of business sentiments and their implications for council policies. By balancing subjective insights from business owners with objective survey data, the study aims to generate actionable knowledge that can inform and improve council practices.
Resources
The resources required for this research include access to SNAP XMP software for survey design and analysis, secondary research materials from the University Library, and data analysis tools such as Microsoft Excel. Collaboration with council departments will also be essential in designing relevant survey questions and distributing the survey widely.
To conclude, the methodology outlined in this section combines primary and secondary research to evaluate the effectiveness of the Annual Business Survey in capturing the sentiments of Carmarthenshire business owners. By employing a rigorous and integrative approach, the research aims to provide valuable insights that will inform council decision-making and enhance services for local businesses.
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Findings 
This chapter will present the findings from the Annual Business Survey conducted by Carmarthenshire County Council in 2024. The survey aimed to gather insights from local businesses regarding their perceptions of the council's services, resource management, and the overall business environment. The survey was conducted online between 18th July and 30th August 2024, receiving 110 responses. The data collected provides a comprehensive understanding of business sentiments and highlights areas for improvement in council-business interactions. 
These findings will be further supported by analysis of data from the previous business surveys of 2022 and 2023. As well as secondary research, that can help understand the effectiveness of surveys within the Council and understand the learnings in a wider context which can then be applied to the work conducted within Carmarthenshire County Council. 
The aim of this research project is to understand how effective surveys are at understanding citizen’s views of the council. This is a form of citizen involvement which is crucial to local government because it helps build trust in Local Government, create meaningful change, and foster better relationships between the public and Council (Royo, Yetano, and Acrete, 2011 and Balla and Xie, 2020). 
Due to this topic being extensive, it would be impossible to do a comprehensive review of the effectiveness of surveys in this work-based context. Therefore, these findings will be limited to 3 elements.
· Question 6 (The council & its performance) and Question 8 (Local Services & Support) 
· Priority setting questions 
· Response rates and profile 
Analysing these three elements from the Council survey and secondary research I will be able to use data to understand if the insights are providing effective insight for the council. And what is not working for the council regarding surveys.













The Data 
The council & its performance (Question 6)
[Figure One]
	
Statement
	Overall AIS

	
	2022
	2023
	2024

	I can access Council services through my preferred language
	1.57
	1.21
	1.44

	When I access Council services, I find the staff to be approachable and friendly
	0.31
	0.59
	0.68

	My relationship with the Council is good
	0.06
	0.31
	0.23

	I can easily access up to date information about Council services
	-0.03
	0.3
	0.27

	The Council lets people know how it is performing
	-0.57
	0
	-0.37

	The Council provides good quality services overall
	-0.24
	-0.11
	-0.15

	There are opportunities for local businesses to tender for work with the Council
	-0.14
	-0.18
	-0.29

	I find contacting the Council simple and easy
	-0.2
	-0.25
	-0.01 

	Tendering procedures and processes are proportionate to the work being tendered for
	-0.34
	-0.25
	-0.36

	The services within the Council are working well
	-0.91
	-0.58
	-0.55

	The Council has good arrangements in place to ensure that priorities are defined and achieved
	-0.83
	-0.63
	-0.57

	The Council provides opportunities for me to participate in decision making
	-0.97
	-0.69
	-0.93

	The Council is using its resources well and in the right way
	-1.03
	-0.69
	-0.70

	The Council is using its resources to get good value for money
	-1
	-0.83
	-0.66

	The Council is using its resources on the right things and is achieving the intended results
	-1.03
	-0.83
	-0.86



The above table shows the overall scores for each element of question 6 for the three years of the business survey. This question presents a variety of statements to business owners, which they give an answer between “Strongly Agree” and “Strongly Disagree”. These responses are then converted into an Average Index Score (AIS) (an explanation can be found in the methodology section). This table then colour codes the overall AIS scored in either Red, Amber or Green depending on the score for each statement, for all three years. 








Local Services & Support (Question 8)
[Figure Two]
	
Statement
	Overall AIS

	
	2022
	2023
	2024

	The area in which I operate my business is safe
	0.56
	0.74
	0.47

	Local level Politics/Democracy is important to me 
	0.52
	0.64
	0.76

	It is important that the Welsh language is promoted and protected 
	0.48
	0.33
	0.58

	The local environment in which my business is located is pleasant and well looked after
	-0.56
	0.06
	-0.08

	Poverty is a problem in my area and impacts on my business 
	0.5
	0
	1.09

	The services that I need are easily accessible to me 
	-0.39
	-0.13
	-0.31

	Carmarthenshire is a good place to do business 
	0
	-0.15
	0.11

	The climate emergency is being addressed locally 
	-0.67
	-0.3
	0.01

	Local businesses are well supported to take advantage of opportunities locally
	-0.76
	-0.57
	-0.69

	There are good transportation links around my business 
	-0.24
	-0.63
	-0.72

	Businesses are supported within the local area
	-0.88
	-0.65
	N/A



Similar to Figure One, the above table shows the overall scores for each element of question 8 for the three years of the business survey. Question 8 provided a variety of statements to business owners, which they give an answer between “Strongly Agree” and “Strongly Disagree”. The table above shows the resulting AIS in a colour coded format. It is important to note that the final statement in the table which reads “businesses are supported within the local area” does not have a score for 2024. This is because the decision was made to remove this statement for this year’s survey as it was akin to the statement “Carmarthenshire is a good place to do business”, and therefore gathered similar data. 
Investment Priorities (Question 9)
[Figure Three] 
	Rank position
	2022
	2023
	2024
	

	1
	Local Economy 
	Local Economy 
	Local Economy 
	

	2
	Climate Emergency 
	Education and Children’s services 
	Education and Children’s services 
	

	3
	Environment 
	Health and Social Care 
	Health and Social Care 
	

	4
	Education and Children’s services 
	Leisure and Wellbeing 
	Leisure and Wellbeing 
	

	5
	Leisure and Wellbeing 
	Environment 
	Affordable Housing 
	

	6
	Health and Social Care 
	Affordable Housing 
	Environment 
	

	7
	Public Transport 
	Public Transport 
	Tackling Poverty 
	

	8
	Tackling Poverty 
	Tackling Poverty 
	Public Transport 
	

	9
	Affordable Housing 
	Digital Connectivity 
	Digital Connectivity 
	

	10
	Digital Connectivity 
	Climate Emergency 
	Climate Emergency 
	


The table above details the ranked investment priorities for each year, with the end collum showing if a priority has moved position and in which direction. It should be noted that the far right collum only references 2023-2024, looking at the change in rank across one year. A yellow line indicated no change between 2023-24, a red arrow pointing down represents a drop in ranking, and a green arrow pointing up, shows an improvement in ranking. 

Responses
[Figure Four] 
	Year
	Responses

	2022
	36

	2023
	110

	2024
	110


This table is a simple table that illustrates how many responses the business survey received each year. The left column indicates the year, while the right column indicates the number of responses. Although a very basic table, this data is incredibly insightful when analysing how effective the survey is. 

Response Rates by Business Size
[Figure Five]













This graph shows the response rate across the three years that we have held the business survey. It is broken down by year and business size. The Y axis indicated the number of responses from businesses, while the X axis indicated the size of the business. Each line indicates a different year, while each point indicated how many responses from that business size. Data labels have been added to make it clear how many responses were received. 


Location of Businesses (2024 only)
[Figure Six]

The above graph illustrates the location of businesses for the year 2024 only. It provides visual data on the geographical distribution of survey responses from businesses within that year. The Y axis shows the number of responses, the X axis shows the location of businesses. The bars indicate the number of responses from each area, with data labels to illustrate the exact number from each area. 
FOR INFORMATION – Location data is not comparable across the three years and therefore will be excluded from this research project. If this research project were to be conducted again, careful consideration would be given to ensure this data was formatted in a comparable way. 
Business Sector (2024 only)
[Figure Seven] 









The above graph shows the response profile of business responses by sector. The Y axis indicates the sector, while the X axis indicates the number of responses. Similar to Figures Five and Six, data labels have been used to illustrate the exact number of responses for each sector. 
FOR INFORMATION – As with figure Six, the 2022 and 2023 data is not directly comparable. Therefore, this data will be excluded from this research project. If this research project were to be conducted again, careful consideration would be given to ensure this data was formatted in a comparable way. 

Analysis 
In order to analyse whether the annual business survey is effective in understanding business sentiments towards the Council, it is important to highlight the elements of the survey that aid us in gaining their feedback. While also noting the areas that are not effective within the survey.
Through research and the duration of this years survey, it has become apparent that effective insights are gained through various elements of this survey. Namely the Likert scale questions. A Likert scale is used to measure attitudes, opinions, and perceptions (Joshi et al, 2015). Within the business survey two questions used the Likert scale, those being question 6 and question 8, the full results of these can be seen in Figures One and Two.
The aim of these surveys is to understand attitudes, opinions, and perceptions. This means that the Likert scale questions are the most effective tool to gain this knowledge, making this element of the surveys particularly effective. These clear and relevant questions also help determine the effectiveness of the survey (Kelley et al, 2003, Rea and Parker, 2014, and Fink, 2024). When the questions asked are clear and relevant we are able to retrieve more valuable information (Kelley et al, 2003, Rea and Parker, 2014, and Fink, 2024), which can then be used to foster positive improvements (Bernhardt and Geise, 2014). Furthermore, when the questions are clear and relevant the data is more accurate (Kelley et al, 2003 and Rea and Parker, 2014). 
The data in Figure One which relates to question six in the survey provides interesting insight into the views of businesses in regards to the council and its performance. These question effectively encapsulate the sentiments for businesses and allow us to look at trend over time. This further compounds the quality insights that are being gained and provide room for improvement within Carmarthenshire County Council.
Looking at the data in detail we can see some examples of Likert scale questions that are clear and concise, allowing effective insights to be gained. For example, the statement “The services within the Council are working well” directly addresses the purpose of the survey. Which is to understand how businesses feel towards the Council. This is significant, as it directly provides us with the data we need. Therefore, being effective in the function it was intended to be used for. Furthermore, we have the scores over three years which helps us track changes in opinion, which in turn helps us monitor the improvements we are making, to assess whether they are effective or not. Figure Eight uses data from Figure One to demonstrate the trend opinion for the statement “The services within the Council are working well”. The Y axis indicated the score, and the X axis indicates the year. The purpose of this graph is to understand the trend over three years of surveying businesses. 
Overall, the opinions of businesses surrounding this statement are negative. This 
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is demonstrated by a score below 0. In 2022 this statement received a score of -0.91, in 2023 this improved to -0.58, and this year it slightly improved again to -0.55. Although these scores have an overall negative view, it is positive that we are able to see this steady increase in score. Which is significant as it indicated an improved opinion regarding the Council. [Figure Eight]

Furthermore, data collected from statements like this provide valuable data that can be used not only to monitor opinion but also the success of improvements made in Carmarthenshire County Council. We can see that the general opinion is negative, meaning improvements should be made. However, we can see that this is shifting slowly which indicates that interventions put into place between 2022 and 2024 are having an impact. 
As we can gather all this information just from one element of question six, it is fair to assume that the all of the Likert scale questions within the business survey are providing meaningful data which can monitor opinion and success of interventions. Therefore, in relation to these questions within the consultation, it can be concluded that we are successfully meeting the objectives of the survey, therefore making it effective in its function. 
Cassia (2008) argues that when surveys produce actionable insights, they are effective (Cassia, 2008). With this in mind, it is fair to argue that these surveys are effective due to their clear questionable which are gaining information that is actionable. Furthermore, the Likert scale questions within the survey have also been able to provide the Council with consistent data. The annual business survey provides this data every year which increases its reliability. This idea is backed up by both Dillman, Smyth, and Christan (2014) and Fowler (2013). Both pieces if research argue that survey results over multiple years increase the reliability, allowing organisations to observe trends (Dillman, Smyth, and Christian, 2014 and Fowler, 2013). Suggesting that the findings of these surveys are stable and dependable (Dillman, Smyth, and Christian, 2014 and Fowler, 2013). 
Within this in mind, it is important to also consider some of the downfalls of this survey, that impact its effectiveness. Mainly, the response rate that this consultation receives. Frohlich (2002) and Czajka and Beyler (2016) both argue that in order to gather data from questions within a survey you must have an adequate response rate (Frohlich, 2002 and Czajka and Beyler, 2016). The higher the response rate the more valid and reliable the data gathered becomes (Jacob and Jacob, 2012 and Neal et al, 2020). During the analysis of the 2024, it was easy to see that response rates were not at a level the Council would like to see, in order to gather data that creates meaningful change. 
The annual business survey for 2024 gathered 110 responses out of 7,830 businesses in the County (Office for National Statistics, 2021). Which equates to only 1.40% of Carmarthenshire businesses (Office for National Statistics, 2021). Using Cochran’s formula to determine what the appropriate sample size for this research is, we know that the sample size should be 367 businesses which equates to 4.69%. This is the minimum needed for an appropriate same size, in order to make the data collected representative (Cochran, 1940). This is a major pitfall of this survey as without a representative sample, all other data collected has minimal impact. 
Despite this, in the three years that this survey has run we have seen a slight increase in responses. In the consultations first year, 36 businesses responded (See Figure Four), which accounted for 0.46% of Carmarthenshire businesses (Office for National Statistics, 2021). Where as in 2023 and 2024, the Council received responses from 110 businesses. Which is a 206% increase and accounts for 1.40% of businesses (Office for National Statistics, 2021). 
This increase is significant as it indicates growing engagement from businesses and trust in the process (Shannon and O’Leary, 2020). It is the hope that the gradual increase in responses is an indication that the survey is becoming more representative and effective as the years go on.
Furthermore, it can be argued that without a high number of responses the data gathered will not accurately reflect the scope of businesses in Carmarthenshire (Frohlich, 2002 and Czajka and Beyler, 2016).
However, the data that can be gathered from the response profile can be very informative to Carmarthenshire County Council. The response profile is made up of the characteristics of businesses, in this case it is the business size, location, and sector. The data gathered for this can been seen in Figures Five, Six, and Seven, and this information allows us to paint a picture of who is responding. This is useful as it allows us to link the opinions gathered in the Likert scale questions. 
For example, in Figure Six we can see that there were no responses from businesses based in Cwmaman. Therefore, we cannot attribute any data gathered from this survey to the opinions of businesses in this location, nor can we assume that the interventions for businesses are useful in this area. In this sense, the survey is not effective in this geographic area. However, looking at Figure Six again we can see that the majority of responses came from Carmarthen, which means that the Average scores on the Likert scales can be looked at in the context of this area with more reliability. 
This same idea of having more insightful data from one area compared to another can be applied to all of the characteristic data gathered. Meaning that we have data that is more insightful for those who are self-employed or businesses based in tourism. Compared to that of other characteristics. This is a significant finding as it points to the argument that in some cases this survey is very effective, whereas in others it is not. This makes it hard to determine how effective the survey is. Similarly, as Carmarthenshire has an economy where tourism has a significant impact (Carmarthenshire County Council, 2024), it can be argued that the data gathered from these businesses is more important than other sectors, regarding creating actionable insights for the Council. However, this is not something that has been able to be fully explored in this research, therefore it is suggested that future research could further research the overall business profile within the county. 
In conclusion, the Likert scale questions in Carmarthenshire County Council’s business survey not only provide meaningful and actionable data but also effectively meet the survey’s initial objectives. The consistent data obtained over multiple years significantly enhances the reliability of the survey results and allows for the observation of trends. However, it is important to acknowledge that the survey's effectiveness is somewhat compromised by the low response rates, which limit the representativeness of the data. Despite an encouraging upward trend in participation, where responses increased from 36 to 110 businesses, it still falls short of the desired level to draw broader, more accurate conclusions.
Additionally, the response profile data offers valuable insights into the characteristics of the responding businesses, including their size, location, and sector. This granularity allows for more reliable analysis within certain areas, such as Carmarthen, but also highlights geographic and sectoral disparities, such as the lack of responses from Cwmaman. This discrepancy indicates the survey's variable effectiveness across different regions and business types.
Given Carmarthenshire's economy's heavy reliance on tourism, the data from tourism-related businesses is particularly crucial in creating actionable insights for the Council. However, this aspect has not been thoroughly explored in the current research. Therefore, it is recommended that future studies delve deeper into the comprehensive business profile within the county to enhance the survey's overall representativeness and impact.
Ultimately, while the business survey has proven to be a useful tool for gathering actionable insights and tracking trends, addressing the pitfalls of response rates and representativeness will be key to fully realizing its potential in informing effective interventions and policies.
IF I WERE TO DO THIS AGAIN AND PREVIOUS YEARS NEED TO BE ADDED. NEED TO DISCUSS THE WELL BEING OF FUTURE GENERATIONS ACT 

Conclusions and Recommendations 

To conclude, the business survey conducted by Carmarthenshire County Council has demonstrated its potential to provide meaningful and actionable data regarding the sentiments and perspectives of local business owners. The survey has an ability to highlight trends over multiple years, which notably enhances the reliability and applicability of its findings. However, the overall effectiveness of the survey is hindered by the relatively low response rates, which impact its representativeness and the generalizability of its conclusions.
The response profile of the survey offers valuable insights into the characteristics of participating businesses, such as size, location, and sector, allowing for more nuanced analyses within certain demographics. This detail has revealed disparities, particularly the lack of responses from certain areas like Cwmaman, underlining the survey’s variable effectiveness across different regions and business types. Given Carmarthenshire’s significant reliance on tourism, the data from tourism-related businesses emerges as critically important for creating actionable insights, although this aspect warrants further exploration in future research.
Reflecting on the objectives set out at the beginning of this research project, the aim was to evaluate the Annual Business Survey’s effectiveness in capturing business owners' views and its impact on council decision-making. The research sought to determine the actionability of the survey data in improving services and policies, and to assess whether the current methodology meets the Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015 requirements. By understanding business owners' perspectives on resource management and the business environment, the project aimed to highlight areas for enhancing council engagement. 
The literature review section further supports these findings by providing a theoretical framework and contextualizing the survey within the broader body of research on business engagement and survey methodology. The review offered insights into best practices for increasing response rates and ensuring data representativeness, which are crucial for the survey’s success.
Ultimately, while the business survey has proven to be a valuable and effective tool for gathering insights and tracking trends, addressing the response rate issues and enhancing representativeness will be crucial for fully realizing its potential. Future research should delve deeper into the comprehensive business profile within the county to further refine the survey's effectiveness and impact, ultimately supporting more informed and effective council interventions and policies.

Recommendations 
1) Improve survey response rates - Implement strategies to boost survey response rates, such as increasing marketing and using multiple distribution channels, and ensuring the survey is concise and easy to complete. Higher response rates will improve the reliability and representativeness of the data.
2) Continue to Regularly Review and Update Survey Content - Ensure that the survey questions remain relevant and aligned with the council's well-being objectives and the needs of the business community. Regularly review and update the survey content to reflect any changes in the business environment or council priorities.
3) Improve Communication and Transparency - The council should focus on improving communication with businesses, ensuring that they are informed about how their feedback is being used to make decisions. This can help build trust and encourage more businesses to participate in future surveys. The Council should not only publish the findings but also actively promote the survey report and proposed changes. 
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Response Rates by Business Size 

2022	
Self-employed	Micro	Small	Medium	Large	12	11	12	1	0	2023	
Self-employed	Micro	Small	Medium	Large	25	30	40	10	4	2024	
Self-employed	Micro	Small	Medium	Large	49	45	12	4	0	



Business Response by Area


Carmarthen 	Llanelli	Ammanford	Llandeilo	Burry Port	Newcastle Emlyn	St. Clears	Llandovery	Cross Hands	Kidwelly	Whitland 	Llanybydder	Cwmaman	Laugharne	21	18	16	15	9	7	7	6	4	3	3	1	0	0	


Business Reposnse by Sector 

Number	
Leisure and Tourism 	Retail 	Other 	Creative industries 	Financial and Professional Services 	Manufacturing 	Engineering 	Food and Farming 	Education 	Health and Beauty 	Construction 	Environment 	Cleaning 	Care	Energy	24	21	19	9	7	5	5	5	4	3	2	2	2	1	1	
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Three-year results for the statement “The services
within the Council are working well.”
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