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Executive summary  

City of Newcastle (CN) carries out a community survey on a quarterly basis to better understand key 

issues, community needs and priorities about the services and facilities provided by the City.  

The Winter 2020 survey focused on the City’s response to the COVID-19 pandemic. The online 

survey was open from 1 June to 21 June 2020. A total of 401 people took part in the survey.  

 

Overall satisfaction with CN’s response to COVID-19 

CN’s response to the pandemic was viewed favourably with 74% indicating CN’s response met or 

exceeded their expectations. Where expectations were not met, the key reason given was lack of 

policing of social distancing requirements, particularly on coastal pathways. 

Community opinion on CN’s performance relating to key objectives of the response was also 

positive with: 

¶ 64% satisfied with CN providing timely information 

¶ 67% satisfied with CN applying State and Federal Government advice at the local level 

¶ 67% satisfied with CN adjusting operations to protect the health of the public and staff. 

 

Communication 

Most people (65%) were satisfied with how CN communicated information about changes to 

facilities and services, and social distancing measures.  

The information put out by CN was rated as being: 

¶ Consistent with information from other sources (75% agreed) 

¶ Easy to understand (72%) 

¶ Timely (71%) 

¶ Relevant (64%) 

Social media, TV news stories, CN emails and newsletters, and onsite signage were the main 

ways people received information about the City’s response to the pandemic. These channels 

were also preferred for receiving information in the future as restrictions ease. 

 

Changes to operation of CN facilities and services 

There were high levels of support for CN’s decisions to: 

¶ Bring forward some road and footpath work (93% support) 

¶ Leave Summerhill Waste Management Facility open (90%) 

¶ Reopen beaches and ocean baths when restrictions were lifted on 15 May (82%) 

¶ Temporarily close playgrounds and skateparks until restrictions lifted on 15 May (75%) 

Decisions that received less support, in comparison, included: 

¶ Temporarily closing beaches and ocean baths (57% support) 

¶ Temporarily closing Blackbutt Reserve (53%) 

As restrictions ease, there is greater comfort for the community in returning to outdoor 

facilities like beaches and parks, over indoor facilities such as libraries. 
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CN’s role in economic recovery 

The majority of people surveyed (88%) supported CN having a role in the City’s economic 

recovery. 

Most (58%) were also supportive of CN creating stimulus work, in response to the economic 

impact of the pandemic.  

 

CN support initiatives 

Without being prompted, about one-in-three people (35%) were aware that CN had developed 

support initiatives to help locals through the effects of COVID-19.  

When prompted with a list of support initiatives, awareness was highest for: 

¶ Allowing a hold on rate payments, and not charging interest (53% aware of this) 

¶ Expanded online library services (50%) 

¶ Reduced rents for businesses in City-owned buildings (50%) 

¶ Grants for community sector groups (37%) 

¶ Relaxing certain restrictions on small businesses (33%) 

When provided with a description of CN’s Community and Economic Resilience Package (CERP), 

70% of people agreed the CERP would help our City get through this period. 

Online support initiatives such as What’s On(line), expanded online library services and 

online exhibitions and experiences hold appeal, with more than one-in-three people saying they 

would use or have used these.  

Only 11% of people said they would access or have accessed an interest-free hold on rate 

payments. 

 

Impact of the pandemic on the community 

The COVID-19 pandemic has had a mixed effect on the Newcastle community with just under 

half of people (44%) indicating the pandemic has had a large or very large impact on their day-to-

day lives, and 55% saying it had little or a moderate impact. 

The main impacts on people include: 

¶ Having children at home and/or home-schooling 

¶ Being unable to socialise and/or visit family and friends 

¶ Being unable to leave the house 

¶ Transitioning to working from home 

¶ Reduced incomes and/or working hours 

¶ Impacts on mental and physical health 

The top three things people would like to carry into the future from their pandemic 

experience are: 

¶ Flexibility to work from home 

¶ Improved hygiene practices 

¶ Social distancing  
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1 Introduction 
City of Newcastle (CN) carries out a community survey on a quarterly basis (every three months) to 

better understand key issues, community needs and priorities regarding the services and facilities 

provided by the City. 

The Winter 2020 quarterly community survey focused on understanding community opinion on CN’s 

response to the COVID-19 pandemic.  

 

2 Methodology 

 Data collection 

The online survey was available from Monday 1 June to Sunday 21 June 2020, inclusive. In total, 

401 people completed the survey.  

 Survey promotion 

The survey was promoted through social, digital and traditional media channels and was available 

to all community members via CN’s website. Members of the City's community panel (Newcastle 

Voice) were also sent email invitations to take part in the survey. 

 Data handling 

Data handling and analysis was carried out using the City's online survey software.  All responses are 

de-identified to ensure the anonymity of respondents. If more than 100 open-ended responses are 

submitted, they are coded by theme.  

 Data weighting 

The sampling process is a self-selecting sample, where members of the Newcastle community chose 

to participate in the survey. This is a non-probability sampling technique, and while this approach is 

more cost and time effective than a probability sampling (e.g. random sampling), there is likely to be 

a degree of self-selection bias in the results. This is especially true among broad community 

respondents who may choose to complete the survey because they have strong views on the topic 

one way or the other. As such, a self-selection sampling technique may limit the representativeness 

of the sample. The survey attracted a strong response from Ward 1 residents and people aged over 

55 years. To help overcome this, the data has been weighted post-collection to broadly represent the 

LGA in terms of population distribution by location and age. Respondent profile is included in 

Appendix II.  
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3 Survey findings 

3.1 CN’s response to the pandemic 

Performance against expectations 

Survey respondents were asked to indicate to what extent the City’s response to the COVID-19 

pandemic had met their expectations. Overall, the majority of respondents (74%) indicated CN’s 

response met or exceeded their expectations (figure 1). For context, the same question was 

also asked about the NSW Government’s response to the pandemic, where a similar level of 

meeting or exceeding expectations (79%) was found.  

 

 

Figure 1: CN overall performance against expectations 

Of those respondents whose expectations were not met, the key reasons given included social 

distancing not being policed (11%, particularly along the coast), a response from CN not being 

evident (9%), and lack of communication or information (8%). Please see Appendix III for a full list of 

verbatim comments for respondents whose expectations were not met. 

 

Performance against key objectives 

In response to the pandemic, CN worked in collaboration with government partners including NSW 

Health to ensure our city was prepared in the event of further spread of COVID-19 to the region. 

The key objectives guiding CN’s response to the pandemic were to: 

¶ provide timely information about any changes to services or the operation of our facilities  

¶ support the State and Federal governments to manage the impact of the pandemic 

¶ adjust our operations to further protect public health and the health of our staff. 

The survey asked respondents to rate their level of satisfaction on each of these key objectives. 

Most respondents were satisfied, with about two-thirds indicating they were satisfied or very 

satisfied with CN’s performance on each objective (figure 2). 
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Figure 2: CN performance on key objectives 

 

 

3.2 Communication 

Satisfaction with communications 

Respondents were asked to indicate how satisfied they were overall with how CN communicated 

information about changes to facilities and services (e.g. temporary closures) and social distancing 

measures. Overall, most respondents (65%) indicated they were satisfied or very satisfied 

with CN’s communications in response to the pandemic (figure 3). 

 

 

Figure 3: Overall satisfaction with CN communications 
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Information sources used 

Respondents were asked how they had been getting most of their information about CN's response 

to the pandemic, including changes to facilities and services and support initiatives available. 

Respondents were able to select more than one information source, and on average, respondents 

selected 2.9 response options as their main information sources. The results are summarised in 

figure 4. 

Overall, social media channels were an effective source of information, with 40% of 

respondents indicating they received most of their information from Facebook, Twitter and 

Instagram. TV news stories, emails/newsletters and onsite signage were secondary sources, with 

just over one-quarter of respondents citing these as their main information sources. Less than one-

in-ten (9%) survey respondents said they hadn’t seen or heard anything about CN’s 

response to the pandemic. 

 

In a separate question, respondents were asked to nominate their preferred sources for how they 

would most like to receive information about changes to CN’s facilities and services. A similar 

pattern of results was observed with social media and CN emails/newsletters receiving the highest 

level of endorsement (53%), followed by TV (36%) and onsite signage (34%). 
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Figure 4: Information sources 
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Communication diagnostics 

To better understand the performance of CN’s communication materials, respondents were asked to 

rate how the information they had seen or heard from CN in response to the pandemic performed 

on key diagnostic criteria. These included whether the information they had seen or heard was easy 

to understand, relevant, timely and consistent with information they had heard from other sources. 

Results are summarised in figure 5. 

The majority of respondents (75%) indicated the information they had seen or heard about 

CN’s response to the pandemic was consistent with other sources, suggesting good alignment 

of key messages with other State and Federal communications. Similarly, most respondents rated 

CN’s communications as easy to understand (72%) and timely (71%). CN’s communications 

were also rated as relevant by most respondents (64%). 

 

 

Figure 5: Communication diagnostics 

 

 Changes to CN facilities and services 

Support for changes to operation of CN facilities and services 

In response to the pandemic, CN made a number of changes to its facilities and services to align 

with government public health orders. Survey respondents were asked to rate their level of support 

for several key decisions made by CN during the pandemic. Results are presented in figure 6. 

Overall, the majority of survey respondents supported the decisions made by CN about 

changes to the operation of various facilities and services. There was strong support for fast-

tracking road and footpath work (93%) and leaving Summerhill open with social distancing 

measures in place (90%). Support for decisions to temporarily close outdoor facilities such as 

beaches & oceans baths (57%) and Blackbutt Reserve (53%) was lower in comparison.   
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Figure 6: Support for changes to operation of CN facilities and services  

 

Lifting restrictions at CN facilities 

Survey respondents were asked for their views about how comfortable they would be using various 

CN facilities and services as we move into a period of lifting restrictions. The results are shown in 

figure 7. 

Overall, there were high comfort levels using most facilities. Results show respondents are 

most comfortable using outdoor facilities including beaches (71% extremely or very comfortable 

using), Summerhill (70%), parks, playgrounds and skateparks (55%), and ocean baths (51%), in line 

with the easing of restrictions. Comfort using pools was lower in comparison (35% extremely or very 

comfortable overall, or 47% when those who don’t use the pools are excluded). 
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More caution is evident for use of indoor facilities, with just under half of all respondents 

saying they would be extremely or very comfortable using libraries (47%) and cultural 

facilities (43%). 

 

 

Figure 7: Comfort using CN facilities as restrictions ease 

 

 CN’s role in economic recovery 

Survey respondents were asked whether they believed CN has a role to play in responding to the 

economic impact of the pandemic. The results are presented in figure 8. The majority of survey 

respondents supported CN having a role in the City’s economic recovery. 

 

 

Figure 8: CN role in responding to the economic impact of the pandemic 
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Respondents were also asked to indicate whether they believe CN should be funding job-creating 

stimulus works, even if such programs would cause CN to incur a significant budget deficit during 

the coming 12 months. Most survey respondents (58%) were supportive of CN creating 

stimulus work in response to the economic impact of the pandemic (figure 9).  

 

Figure 9: Creation of stimulus works 

 

 Awareness, perceptions and usage of CN support 
initiatives 

Respondents were asked a series of questions about awareness, perceptions and intended use of 

various elements that form the CERP, and other initiatives designed to help locals through the 

effects of the pandemic. 

Awareness of CN support initiatives 

Respondents were asked whether they had heard of any support initiatives CN had developed to 

help locals through the effects of the pandemic, before taking the survey. Around one-third of 

respondents were aware of CN support initiatives before taking the survey (figure 10). 

 

Figure 10: Unprompted awareness of CN support initiatives 

In a later question, respondents were presented with a list of CERP and other initiatives and asked 

to indicate what they had heard of (figure 11). There were good levels of awareness for holds on 

rate payments (53%), expanded online library services (50%) and reduced rent for 

businesses in City-owned buildings (50%).  
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Figure 11: Prompted awareness of CN support initiatives 

 

 

Perceptions of the CERP 

Respondents were presented with the following description of the CERP and asked to indicate the 

extent to which they agreed the CERP would help the City get through this period: 

As part of the support package, the City is: 

¶ Allowing a hold on rate payments, and not charging interest  

¶ Reducing rents for businesses operating out of City-owned buildings 

¶ Providing grants to community sector groups   

¶ Expanding online library services, including offering free online educational resources and training 

opportunities   

¶ Providing free accredited online training for small business owners and their employees 

¶ Relaxing certain restrictions on small businesses 
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Overall, 70% of survey respondents agreed that the CERP will help our City get through this 

period (figure 12). 

 

Figure 12: Level of agreement that CERP will help the City recover 

 

To better understand perceptions of the key elements that make up the CERP, respondents were 

also asked which of a series of attributes applied to each item. The results are shown in table 1. 

Overall, most respondents agreed that the different elements of the CERP were worthwhile 

support for those in need, with interest-free holds on rate payment (59%) and reduced rents in 

City-owned buildings (55%) receiving strong endorsement on this attribute. Similarly, relaxing 

restrictions on businesses and reduced rents in City-owned buildings were also highly endorsed as 

will help our City get through this period. Expanding online library services was endorsed most 

strongly on being a good example of how an organisation can help regular people (43%). Overall, 

endorsement of all CERP elements was quite low on being relevant to my household. 

Table 1: Perceptions of CERP elements 

 

Intended use of support initiatives 

Respondents were asked to indicate whether they had used, or intended to use, several of the key 

support initiatives developed by CN. The results are shown in figure 13. 

There appears to be a good appetite for online-based recreational activities. While the 

proportion of respondents indicating they had used What’s On(line) was quite low, almost 40% of 

respondents indicated they would probably use this – building awareness of this initiative would 

likely result in good usage. Similarly, actual or intended usage of expanded online library services 

and online exhibitions was also quite good. Intended uptake of free education and training 

opportunities, and financial relief through a hold on rates, was lower in comparison. 

 

Worthwhile support 

for those in need

Will help our 

City through 

this period

Good example of 

how an 

organisation can 

help regular people

A good use 

of ratepayer money

Relevant to my 

household

None of 

these

Allowing a hold on rate payments, and 

not charging interest. 

59% 42% 39% 22% 12% 5%

Reducing rents for businesses 

operating out of City-owned buildings

55% 52% 18% 22% 1% 8%

Providing grants to community sector 

groups.  

52% 38% 19% 30% 5% 19%

Expanding online library services, 

including offering free online 

educational resources and training 

opportunities.

49% 32% 43% 31% 14% 9%

Providing free accredited online training 

for small business owners and their 

employees

43% 35% 23% 22% 4% 26%

Relaxing certain restrictions on small 

businesses

50% 56% 26% 15% 6% 9%
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Figure 13: Intended use of CN support initiatives 
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 Impact of the pandemic on the community 

At the end of the survey, respondents were asked a series of questions to better understand the 

effect the pandemic has had on their daily lives, and the way forward. 

Impact of the pandemic on day-to-day life 

Respondents were asked to indicate the extent to which the COVID-19 pandemic had an impact on 

their day-to-day lives. The results are presented in figure 14. 

The impact of the pandemic on the Newcastle community appears mixed. Just under half 

(44%) of respondents indicated the pandemic has had a large or very large impact on their day-to-

day life, with 55% indicating a little or moderate impact.  

 

Figure 14: Impact of pandemic on daily life 
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Ways the pandemic has impacted day-to-day life 

In a follow-up question, respondents were asked to provide the main ways the pandemic had 

impacted their life, in an open-ended format. A total of 170 respondents left a comment. Key themes 

in responses are summarised in figure 15. 

Analysis of the verbatim responses suggests the impact of the pandemic was most strongly felt 

on people’s social lives, with many reporting they were unable to leave the house (n= 40 

comments) and were therefore unable to socialise (n= 30) or visit family and friends (n= 26), or 

access some (non-CN) facilities and services (n= 11).  

The pandemic also impacted people’s working lives, with many transitioning to working from 

home (n= 47 comments), others noting the pandemic had resulted in reduced income and/or 

working hours (n= 28), and some noting the impact on their business (n= 18). 

In regard to health, a number of comments noted concerns for mental health caused through 

worry, stress and anxiety (n= 24), with others noting they felt isolated (n= 19). Others commented 

on how limitations on exercise options and organised sports impacted their physical health (n= 21). 

Home-schooling (n= 40 comments) and having children at home (n= 24) were also noted, 

particularly in relation to the challenges this presented for those working from home. 

 

 

 

Figure 15: Themes in open-ended comments on impacts of pandemic (% of comments) 
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Changes into the future 

In an open-ended question, respondents were asked to comment on which, if any, of the changes 

they had made to their daily lives due to COVID-19 that they would like to see continue into the 

future. A total of 215 respondents left a comment. Figure 16 shows the number of comments for the 

highest mentioned categories.  

Analysis of comments revealed survey respondents would like the flexibility to continue to 

work from home as we emerge from strict restrictions (n= 49 comments). There is also hope that 

personal hygiene measures (n= 44 comments) and social distancing (n= 39) will carry on 

through to life after the pandemic. Some respondents also noted they’d like to keep using some 

of the online platforms that were used throughout COVID (e.g. doctors consults, online library, 

online conferencing and socialising). 

 

 Other comments on CN’s response to the pandemic 

At the end of the survey, respondents had the option of leaving any other comments they had about 

the City’s response to COVID-19 in an open-ended question. A total of 191 respondents left a 

comment. Key sentiments in responses are summarised in figure 17. 

Figure 16: Changes that should continue into the future (number of comments, n=) 
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Figure 17: Sentiment in other comments about CN's response to the pandemic 

 

Of the positive comments, most were quite general:  

ñWell done, you handled everything really well, acting fast and providing thorough communicationsò 

ñOverall, I feel that the City has responded very well to COVID-19ò 

ñI believe city has responded well in an effort to ensure health and safety of residentsò 

ñWell done to all and thank youò 

 

Some of positive comments talked specifically to keeping work going and communications: 

ñGetting stuck in to capital works was an excellent move helping staff subcontractors and suppliers 

keep an income through this terrible timeò 

ñIt is good to see council capitalising on the reduced traffic to bring forward works that would be very 

disruptive in peak times (e.g. Darby Street).ò 

ñé seemed to get right on top of restrictions and provides clear guidance to localsò 

ñGreat use of digital commsò 

 

Negative comments were quite mixed, though concerns about communications and comments 

about libraries were evident: 

ñI have heard some strong negative feedback about the ads on TV and at cinemas - people do not 

like to see the constant self promotion of Council - they know how much this costs and would prefer 

to see it spent more in the community.  Some people have been angry+++ò 
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ñPromotion of the response was poorò 

ñI'm not sure about the TV ad campaign - especially if the ratepayers paid for itò 

ñThe way library services operated was not handled as well as other library services e.g. Lake 

Macquarie. I use ebooks, but the collection is very limited. Lake Macquarie did much better 

customer service and communicated changes more effectively.ò 

ñLibraries and counter services should never have been shut as they are no different to shopping 

services in terms of danger and libraries not opening fully today with social distancing is just plain 

wrongò 

ñI fail to see why libraries were all closed for so long given their resource use. Security people 

assigned before COVID could have managed numbers entering and wipes made available for 

customers and staff to ensure hygiene. Very disappointing kneejerk actionò 
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4 Appendices 
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Appendix I – Survey 

(to be inserted once PDF’d) 
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Appendix II – Respondent demographics 

 

 

 

  

Note ï data was weighted post-collection to be broadly representative the LGA in terms of Ward (approx. 25% 

per ward, 1% other) and age profile (approx. 41% 16-39yrs, 29% 40-59yrs, 25% 60+ yrs, 5% prefer not to 

say). The resulting weighting efficiency was 42%, which is acceptable for analysis.  
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