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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

The Permission to Smile campaign was developed by Uturn UK in an attempt to encourage friendliness 

within Birmingham communities, with a view to facilitating new connections between people, 

particularly those residing on the same street.  The purpose of this evaluation is to explore the 

effectiveness of the campaign and understand participant views on the friendliness of their local 

community.  The study received ethical approval from the Health, Education and Life Sciences Faculty 

Academic Ethics Committee at Birmingham City University. 

Surveys were completed by 177 participants (male, n = 36; female, n = 140; unknown, n = 1) between 

November 2019 and January 2020.  Participants were recruited through Birmingham City University 

(n = 68), local churches (n = 60) and local primary schools (n = 49).  All participants provided written 

consent to take part in the study and surveys were completed anonymously.  Survey results were 

analysed with a combination of descriptive and inferential statistics. 

Less than half (41.3%) of the sample described their local community as “generally friendly” and when 

asked whether people “keep themselves to themselves”, approximately one quarter of the sample 

agreed and one quarter disagreed, whilst almost half (45.5%) of participants stated they neither 

agreed nor disagreed.  This perhaps indicates that developing and maintaining a sense of community 

is no longer a priority for many people.  However, when responding to the statement “It would be 

better if people smiled and greeted each other in our community”, an overwhelming majority (88.7%) 

of respondents agreed.  Although friendliness and neighbourliness may be low, there is an apparent 

desire to see an increase in such behaviours. 

Results highlight good awareness of the campaign, with 81.3% of the sample reporting having seen a 

Permission to Smile banner.  More than half (55%) of the sample reported a noted increase in the 

friendliness of others within their local community, though a causal link between these factors cannot 

be drawn from the findings of this evaluation.  Almost all (94.3%) participants stated that such efforts 

were necessary and the majority (83.1%) expressed a sense of personal responsibility to create a 

friendlier and more connected local community.  For example, 85.6% of participants stated that seeing 

a banner would encourage friendlier behaviour, and 88.7% agreed “it would be better if people smiled 

and greeted each other in our community”.  This suggests a willingness from participants to actively 

contribute and work towards achieving friendlier local communities.  Participant age and gender were 

not influential on responses to any question in the survey. 

Findings from this evaluation begin to address the dearth of literature on this seemingly under-

researched topic of enhancing community friendliness.  In line with previous research, results indicate 

that developing and maintaining a sense of community is perhaps not a priority for many people.  

However, there is evidence from this study of the possible influence of shared experiences in 

enhancing community relations.  Findings also highlight that although levels of friendliness and 

neighbourliness may be low, there is a desire for an increase in such behaviours. 

The results of this study suggest there is common enthusiasm across varied communities for 

interventions such as the Permission to Smile banner campaign, with the vast majority of participants 

reporting such interventions as necessary.  When paired with the sense of personal responsibility to 

contribute to this agenda that is highlighted in the findings, it appears that the use of a banner may 

be particularly effective in raising awareness and potentially influencing an individual sense of 

responsibility into action. 
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1. BACKGROUND 

Anecdotal evidence suggests it has come to feel ‘inappropriate’ to smile at, or greet, people you do 

not know.  For many, this extends even to those living on the same residential street.  Despite it being 

widely understood that even simple exchanges between neighbours are a positive experience for all 

(Gardner, 2011; Peterson, 2017), it is commonplace for us to walk past each other without eye contact 

and with our heads down.  Reasons behind this are unclear, though it is reported that a strong local 

community, achieved through ‘friendly’ and ‘neighbourly’ actions and behaviours, is seen as an 

unimportant luxury (McKnight and Block, 2010).  It is also suggested that the social interaction and 

sense of community typically associated with the concept of ‘neighbourhood’ “is being progressively 

eroded with the emergence of a more impersonal and individualised way of life” (Howley, 2010: 84). 

Given that a lack of social contact may result in an individual becoming socially isolated (Nicholson, 

2009), it is important to explore the factors surrounding neighbourhood friendliness. 

Smiling is reported to strengthen social ties (Kaźmierczak, 2013) and saying “hello” to induce feelings 

of inclusion in the local community (Plane and Klodawsky, 2013), with repeat encounters reported to 

have the power to challenge stereotypes and reduce prejudice (Valentine, 2008; Wise, 2009).  

Moreover, it is suggested that friendliness begets friendliness between neighbours, in turn improving 

satisfaction with the neighbourhood (Parkes, Kearns and Atkinson, 2002) and improving individual 

wellbeing (Appau, Churchill and Farrell, 2019).  It is reported that familiarity with the local community 

and residents equips people with a sense of safety and control (Blokland and Nast, 2014), and it has 

previously been suggested that achieving this is possible even in neighbourhoods with multiple issues 

(van Eijk, 2012). 

Data collection activities undertaken by Street Associations between 2015 and 2019 provide a 

rationale for the Permission to Smile campaign.  A doorstep survey of 1,811 homes in deprived areas 

of the West Midlands found that 58% of households surveyed stated their street had no community 

spirit, while 88% reported they would welcome an increase in community spirit.  These findings were 

supported by the result of 362 surveys carried out in local communities across Birmingham and 

Solihull.  In response to the statement “I prefer to keep myself to myself”, 74% stated this applied to 

them some of the time, often or all the time.  Meanwhile, 76% reported agreed with the statement 

“I’ve felt it would do me good to be more sociable”.  Experience gained over nine years of working to 

build community, street-by-street through Street Associations, informed the thinking behind the 

Permission to Smile campaign. 

1.1 History of the campaign 

A meeting between Martin Graham of Street Associations 1  and Birmingham City Council (BCC) 

Councillor Waseem Zaffar led to a Cabinet Member Round Table Consultation, attended by invited 

guests from BCC and the voluntary sector, where a presentation of the campaign idea was made.  

Following a positive response at this meeting, Uturn UK began to develop a campaign, steered by a 

core group, comprising individuals from a range of organisations and sectors.  Further support was 

gained from a wide partnership consisting of Birmingham City Council, Birmingham City University, 

Birmingham Civic Society, Birmingham Chamber of Commerce, Birmingham Voluntary Services 

Council, faith-based networks, Birmingham Mail and other relevant stakeholders.  Birmingham Civic 

Society undertook fundraising from Birmingham businesses and local trusts in January 2018, whilst a 

                                                           
1 Street Associations is an initiative developed by Uturn UK CIC with the aim of bringing together neighbours 
on the same street.  See Appendix 1 for more information. 
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crowd-funding campaign – match funded by Birmingham City Council – raised a total of £20,000 for 

the Permission to Smile campaign.  An additional £7,000 was granted by the Tufton Trust. 

The beginning of 2018 also saw partnerships formed with the Diocese of Birmingham Education Team, 

who supported the development of school assembly resources, and the Birmingham School of Media 

at Birmingham City University.  This latter partnership led to Media students helping shape the 

campaign, with third-year students preparing a social media strategy and a ‘countdown’ website.  It 

was also during this time that logo designs were created and banners, leaflets, posters, window 

stickers and lapel badges designed and produced.  Following these activities, the Permission to Smile 

name and logo were registered as a Trade Mark. 

1.1.1 Objectives of the campaign 

1. To encourage smiling and greeting, with a view to rolling back the ‘keep yourself to yourself’ 

ethos and helping people to feel that it is not only ‘appropriate’ but positive and necessary 

to smile and greet. 

2. To stimulate the creation of new connections between people, especially those living on the 

same street. 

3. To begin to reduce the load on the public sector by re-stimulating people to do things with 

and for each other. 

1.1.2 Launch of the campaign 

On 12 May 2018, the campaign was launched on the main high street in Birmingham city centre, 

formally opened by the Lord Mayor and with volunteer support drawn from the Birmingham School 

of Media and a number of local churches.  Support from Birmingham City Council resulted in banners 

being distributed to parks, wellbeing centres, libraries, youth centres and other council buildings to 

coincide with the campaign launch.  Contact with various organisations across Birmingham in June 

2018 led to banners being displayed in 46 schools, along with medical practices, community centres 

and large businesses including supermarkets, Midland Metro, Veolia Birmingham and housing 

associations.  Banners were also displayed at many places of worship, including both Birmingham 

cathedrals and Birmingham Central Mosque. 

1.1.3 Subsequent campaign development 

Over the ensuing months, further aspects of the campaign were developed: 

 A video message of support for the campaign was recorded by Sir Lenny Henry in June 2018. 

 Birmingham City Council invited campaign organisers to meet councillors prior to a full council 

meeting in July 2018, with 37 councillors taking banners to their respective neighbourhoods. 

 About 850 two-metre banners have been displayed around Birmingham since the project 

began, with designs having twice been refreshed, firstly including the phrase ‘Join the 

friendliness revolution’ in October 2018, and secondly headed by a big ‘HELLO’ in June 2019.   

 A Permission to Smile song, called ‘Give Someone a Smile’, was composed for Youth Proms 

and performed over four evenings in July 2019 at Birmingham Symphony Hall.  Performers 

were from four primary schools choirs, with 1,000 children in total participating in the event 

across the four evenings. 

 Following a presentation to the Birmingham and Solihull Patient Participation Forum in 

September 2019, a poster was sent out to all GP surgeries for display in waiting rooms. 

 A new social networking push, organised by two final-year students at the Birmingham School 

of Media, began in October 2019. 
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 Permission to Smile Tea Parties have been held in partnership with participating churches.  

Through inviting local residents using the Permission to Smile brand, the organisations have 

become a catalyst for building community ‘right here’.  These have been well attended and 

Street Associations have been formed as a direct result. 

 Street Associations, developed since 2011 by Uturn UK, are seen as the key ‘action point’ in 

response to the Permission to Smile campaign.  (See Appendix 1 for more information.) 

1.2 Initial impact of the campaign 

 A wide partnership has been drawn into the campaign, with 158 Birmingham organisations 

known to be actively supporting it (see Appendix 2). 

 There have been over 14,000 hits to the Permission to Smile website. 

 In September 2018, a survey was conducted with 158 adults recruited from schools, churches 

and local organisations.  Almost three-quarters of those surveyed reported feeling personally 

encouraged to smile and greet others more, whilst over half stated they had noticed others 

making more of an effort to be friendly, and nearly all felt a campaign to boost friendliness 

was necessary. 

 Commendations received from: Councillor Ian Ward, Leader, Birmingham City Council; Tim 

Andrews, Chairman, Love Brum; Brian Carr, Chief Executive, Birmingham Voluntary Services 

Council; Professor David Morris, Director of Centre for Citizenship and Community, University 

of Central Lancashire; and Michael Butler, Professor of Organisational Analysis and 

Development, Aston Business School, Aston University. 

1.3 The current evaluation 

For this study, partnership between Uturn UK and BCU originated from a Community-University 

Partnership Initiative (CUPI) event in July 2018.  CUPI is an initiative which offers community 

organisations and universities opportunities to work together for mutual benefit through sharing and 

developing knowledge that can benefit society.  The process also helps those involved to develop new 

skills and insights into social issues, gain knowledge of local communities and make new connections 

to enhance the work of the organisations involved.  At the event, a researcher from the Faculty of 

Health, Education and Life Sciences at BCU met with Martin Graham from Uturn UK through a common 

interest in social isolation and its impact on health outcomes.  The BCU researcher had particular 

interest in the impact on general practice services, and the role of general practice nurses in identifying 

social isolation within the practice population.  Taking up on the work of the Permission to Smile 

initiative promoted in local organisations, this report presents an evaluation of the Birmingham 

Permission to Smile banner campaign. 

1.3.1 Aim and objectives 

Aim: To explore the impact the Birmingham Permission to Smile campaign. 

Objectives: 

1. To report the views of Birmingham residents on campaigns to encourage friendliness. 

2. To determine levels of awareness of the Permission to Smile banner campaign in 

Birmingham residents. 

3. To explore the views of Birmingham residents on levels of friendliness in their local 

community. 

4. To determine the effect of the Birmingham Permission to Smile banner campaign in 

encouraging friendliness in local communities.  
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2. METHODOLOGY 

This was an exploratory study designed to understand people’s awareness of the Permission to Smile 

campaign and their views on being friendly to one another in their community.  Survey data were 

used as a tool to explore community views, with data collection undertaken between November 

2019 and January 2020. 

2.1 Sample and procedure 

Convenience sampling helped to recruit participants from settings where Permission to Smile banners 

were displayed.  The study sample comprised 177 participants: 68 from Birmingham City University 

(students and staff), 60 members from local churches, and 49 parents/carers from local primary 

schools.  Participants were offered the opportunity to complete a survey at targeted events and were 

provided with an information sheet, a consent form and a survey, with completed consent forms and 

questionnaires stored separately to ensure anonymity. 

2.2 Design and analysis 

This was a cross-sectional survey design study.  Survey questions were designed in partnership with 

Uturn UK, based upon informal public feedback on the campaign.  The survey was designed to 

measure the ethos of the Permission to Smile campaign and addresses three key areas: awareness of 

the campaign; participant views on the principles of friendliness in their community; and the impact 

of the campaign on friendliness in their community. 

Survey findings were analysed with a combination of descriptive and inferential statistics using SPSS. 

2.3 Ethical considerations 

The study received ethical approval from the Health, Education and Life Sciences Faculty Academic 

Ethics Committee at Birmingham City University.  Informed consent was obtained from all individuals 

who participated in the study. 
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3. RESULTS 

To help interpretation of questionnaire data, differences in responses by community, gender and age 

were considered and compared under the following headings: ‘Awareness of the campaign and their 

community’; ‘Perceived value of campaign’ and ‘Personal responsibility’. 

3.1 Descriptive data 

Surveys were completed by 177 participants.  Participants were recruited from Birmingham City 

University (n = 68; 38.4%), three churches (n = 60; 33.9%) and three primary schools (n = 49; 27.7%).  

Table 1 provides a breakdown of participant characteristics. 

TABLE 1. DEMOGRAPHIC PROFILE OF PARTICIPANTS 

    Ethnicity  

Age 
(years) 

Gender White Mixed Asian Black Other 
Not 

given 
Total 

 Male 1 - - - - - 1 
18-24 Female 15 1 6 3 - 2 27 

 Total 16 1 6 3 - 2 28 
         

 Male 5 - - 1 - - 6 
25-34 Female 28 7 5 5 - 6 51 

 Total 33 7 5 6 - 6 57 
         

 Male 3 - - 1 - 4 8 
35-44 Female 12 1 2 6 - 3 24 

 Total 15 1 2 7 - 3 32 

         
 Male 5 - - - 1 4 10 

45-54 Female 9 1 1 1 - - 12 
 Total 14 1 1 1 1 4 22 
         
 Male 4 1 - 1 - - 6 

55-64 Female 7 - - 1 - - 8 
 Total 11 1 - 2 - - 14 
         
 Male 4 - - - - 1 5 

≥65 Female 14 - - 1 - 3 18 
 Total 18 - - 1 - 2 23 
         

Total for Male 22 1 - 3 1 9 36 
all ages Female 85 10 14 17 - 14 140 
  Total 107 11 14 20 1 23    176* 

* One participant did not provide their age group or gender 

For the purposes of exploring differences by area, participants were grouped by age as follows: 18-34 

years, 35-54 years and 55 years and over.  The chart below (Figure 1) shows the distribution of 

participants by age group from each data collection location. 
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FIGURE 1. AGE GROUP DISTRIBUTION AT EACH DATA COLLECTION LOCATION 

Across all data collection sites, the ratio of male to female was represented as a ratio of 1:4.  As would 

be expected, more than half of the university sample was aged <34, and compared to participants at 

schools and churches much younger, with more than half the church sample over aged 55.   One in 

four people described their ethnicity as mixed, black or Asian. 

3.2 Awareness of campaign and friendliness 

Participants were asked “Have you seen the Permission to Smile banner in the area where you live or 

elsewhere?”  Of the 176 participants who responded to this question, 143 (81.3%) responded in the 

affirmative.  Table 2 shows participant responses from each data collection location. 

TABLE 2. RESPONSES WHEN ASKED IF A BANNER HAD BEEN SEEN 

 

 

 

 

 

A chi-square test was performed to examine differences between responses from each of the data 

collection locations, with a statistically significant difference reported, p = .003, suggesting that 

participant responses to this question and the location from which they were recruited are associated.  

Post hoc analysis revealed the proportion of participants stating they had seen the Permission to Smile 

banner was statistically significantly higher in those recruited from churches compared with those 

recruited from BCU or schools, p < .05.  No other pairwise comparisons between locations were 

statistically significant, p > .05. 

Participants were asked about levels of friendliness within their local community.  Figures 2-4 illustrate 

how participants from each data collection location responded to these questions. 
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FIGURE 2. PERCEIVED FRIENDLINESS IN LOCAL COMMUNITY 

A Kruskall-Wallis H test was performed to explore differences in perceptions of friendliness in each 

respective community.  Statistically significant differences (p = .02) were observed between churches 

and schools.  No other pairwise comparisons between locations were statistically significant. 

 

 
FIGURE 3. PERCEIVED SOCIABILITY IN LOCAL COMMUNITY 

A Kruskall-Wallis H test was performed to explore the association between responses to this question 

and the location from which participants were recruited.  No statistically significant result was 

reported, p = .170. 
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FIGURE 4. VIEWS ON INCREASED LEVELS OF FRIENDLINESS IN LOCAL COMMUNITY 

A Kruskall-Wallis H test was performed to explore the association between responses to this question 

and the location from which participants were recruited.  No statistically significant result was 

reported, p = .054. 

3.3 Perceived value of such campaigns 

 

 

Participants were asked to state whether they believed a campaign encouraging friendliness was 

necessary.  Of the 176 participants who responded to this question, 166 (94.3%) stated that such 

campaigns were necessary.  Table 3 shows participant responses from each data collection location. 

TABLE 3. RESPONSES WHEN ASKED ABOUT CAMPAIGN NECESSITY 

 

 

 

 

 

To explore the relationship between participant characteristics and belief whether campaigns 

encouraging friendliness are necessary, Fisher’s exact test was performed.  There were no statistically 

significant differences found in relation to gender (p = .16) or age group (p = 1.00) on the importance 

of such campaigns. 
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Of the 169 participants who responded to this question, 93 (55.0%) stated they had noticed people in 

their local community displaying increased levels of friendliness.  Table 4 shows participant responses 

from each data collection location. 

TABLE 4. RESPONSES WHEN ASKED IF CAMPAIGN INCREASED FRIENDLINESS 

 

 

 

 

 

A chi-square test was performed to examine the relationship between the location of the Permission 

to Smile banner and its perceived effectiveness in enhancing friendliness within participants’ local 

community.  The relationship between these factors was statistically significant, p = .002, suggesting 

an association between participant responses to this question and the location from which they were 

recruited.  When compared with schools, the church community reported a noticeable increase in 

friendliness.  This difference was statistically significant, p < .05, though no other pairwise comparisons 

between locations were found, p > .05. 

3.4 Personal responsibility 

 

 

 

Participants were asked to state whether they believed the Permission to Smile banner would 

encourage them to be friendlier within their local community, with 149 (85.6%) of the 174 participants 

who responded to this question answering in the affirmative.  Table 5 shows participant responses 

from each data collection location. 

TABLE 5. RESPONSES WHEN ASKED IF SEEING A BANNER WOULD CHANGE BEHAVIOUR 

 

 

 

 

 

No statistically significant result was found when exploring the relationship between participant 

characteristics and responses to this question; Fisher’s exact test was performed to explore the 

influence of gender (p = .28) and a chi-square test was used to explore the influence of age group (p = 

.96). 

 

 
Yes 

n (%) 
No 

n (%) 
Total 
n (%) 

BCU 37 (54.4) 31 (45.6) 68 (100.0) 

Churches 40 (71.4) 16 (28.6) 56 (100.0) 

Schools 16 (35.6) 29 (64.4) 45 (100.0) 

Total 93 (55.0) 76 (45.0) 169 (100.0) 
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n (%) 
No 

n (%) 
Total 
n (%) 

BCU 51 (34.2) 17 (68.0) 68 (85.6) 

Churches 56 (37.6) 2 (8.0) 58 (100.0) 

Schools 42 (28.2) 6 (24.0) 48 (100.0) 

Total 149 (85.6) 25 (100.0) 174 (100.0) 

“Overall, have you noticed others making more of an effort to be friendly?” 

 

“Seeing the banner has or would encourage you to make more of an effort, and 

be friendly with your neighbours/community or more generally?” 
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In response to this question, 147 (83.1%) of the 177 participants answered ‘Completely agree’ or 

‘Agree’.  Figure 5 below illustrates responses to this question from each data collection location, along 

with an average for the sample as a whole.  Despite the differing responses from participants at each 

location, the results of a Kruskal-Wallis H test did not find these differences to be statistically 

significant, p = .197.  

 
FIGURE 5. PARTICIPANT VIEWS ON OWN RESPONSIBILITY TO CONTRIBUTE TO COMMUNITY FRIENDLINESS 

A further Kruskal-Wallis H test was run to determine if there were differences in responses to this 

question due to participant age.  No statistically significant difference between age groups was found, 

p = .20.  Similarly, a Mann-Whitney U test was conducted to determine whether gender was associated 

with a difference in how participants responded to this question.  Again, the result of this test was not 

statistically significant, p = .61. 

3.5 Summary 

Results highlight good awareness of the campaign.  Almost all participants stated that such efforts 

were necessary to increase friendliness within their local community and the majority expressed a 

sense of personal responsibility to create a friendlier and more connected local community.  More 

than half of the sample reported a noted increase in the friendliness of others within their local 

community, though a causal link between these factors cannot be drawn from the findings of this 

evaluation. 

 

  

“I have a responsibility to help create a more friendly and connected 

community” 
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4. DISCUSSION 

Findings from this evaluation provide essential information on the impact of the Birmingham 

Permission to Smile banner campaign.  The purpose of this section is to explore the results of the 

survey, drawing out the implications for future interventions and further research in this field. 

Although support for current thinking on topics such as social capital (see Lin, Cook and Burt, 2001) 

and social cohesion (see Peters, Elands and Buijs, 2010) can be tenuously drawn, situating the findings 

of this evaluation within the existing literature is problematic.  Research and evidence on the niche 

topic of enhancing community friendliness is limited and given the novel approach adopted by the 

Permission to Smile campaign, comparison with other interventions and approaches with similar aims 

is not possible; such endeavours are often unique in nature, tailored to the needs of the individuals or 

communities concerned (Doran and Buffel, 2018; Forrest and Kearns, 2001).  However, findings from 

this evaluation begin to address the dearth of literature on this important and seemingly under-

researched topic. 

Participants were asked questions regarding their local community, with findings indicating that levels 

of friendliness and neighbourliness were somewhat poor.  Less than half (41.3%) of the sample 

described their local community as “generally friendly”, lending support to the existing, albeit limited, 

literature on this topic (Howley, 2010; McKnight and Block, 2010).  This perhaps indicates that 

developing and maintaining a sense of community is no longer a priority for many people.  However, 

responses from participants recruited through schools were significantly higher than participants from 

BCU and churches, highlighting the possible influence of shared experiences; for example, the 

development of parental/carer relationships over a number of years whilst ‘at the school gate’. 

No such differences were found between participant responses from each data collection site for 

other questions pertaining to participants’ local communities.  When asked whether people in their 

local community “keep themselves to themselves”, approximately one quarter of the sample agreed 

with this statement and one quarter disagreed, whilst almost half (45.5%) of participants stated they 

neither agreed nor disagreed.  Such responses were consistent across the sub-samples from BCU, 

churches and schools and as a result no deeper exploration was possible for responses to this 

question.  Similarly, no statistically significant differences were found between response locations 

when participants responded to the statement “It would be better if people smiled and greeted each 

other in our community”.  However, an overwhelming majority (88.7%) of respondents agreed with 

this statement.  This suggests that although levels of friendliness and neighbourliness may be low, 

there is a desire from the participants in this study to see an increase in such behaviours to bring about 

a stronger and more positive local community. 

Awareness of the campaign was high across the sample, with 81.3% of participants reporting having 

seen a Permission to Smile banner.  Participants recruited from churches were significantly more likely 

to respond in the affirmative to this question.  Reasons for this may include the presence of the 

Permission to Smile agenda and its associated endeavours being embedded within many church 

communities across Birmingham.  The result of this enhanced level of awareness may see individuals 

more cognisant of the banner campaign, the effect of which may be a commitment to displaying 

friendlier behaviours.  Support for this is provided with over half (55%) of the sample reporting they 

had “noticed others making more effort to be friendly” and statistically significantly higher responses 

from church-recruited participants.  Collectively these factors may indicate that a ‘knock-on effect’ 

occurs, not only between seeing the banner and engaging in friendlier behaviours, but in that such 

behaviours are reciprocated and ‘paid forward’ to others. 
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Attitudes towards the campaign were positive amongst the sample, with almost all (94.3%) 

participants stating that approaches encouraging friendliness are necessary.  With no statistically 

significant differences between age groups or genders, such factors do not appear influential on 

responses to this question.  As a result, these findings suggest there is common enthusiasm across 

varied communities for interventions such as the Permission to Smile banner campaign.  Similarly, with 

85.6% of participants reporting that the banner has or would encourage them to behave in a friendlier 

manner with their neighbours and local community, and no statistically significant differences 

between age group or gender, results indicate that the banner campaign is an effective method of 

enhancing friendliness in all age groups and genders.  Moreover, given that the majority (83.1%) of 

the sample agreed with the statement “I have a responsibility to help create a more friendly and 

connected community”, again with no statistically significant differences between age groups, genders 

or data collection locations, this suggests a willingness to actively contribute and work towards 

achieving friendlier neighbourhoods. 

4.1 Limitations 

As with any study, this evaluation is not without limitations.  Result may have been affected by 

voluntary response bias; participants self-selected to complete a survey and as such these individuals 

may have been those with a positive attitude towards the use of the banner and the general ethos of 

the campaign.  Moreover, participants were recruited from settings where a sense of community and 

connectedness could be reasonably argued to already exist. 

Although the sample comprised 177 participants, the sample was not large enough to compare 

individual differences and views of the campaign.  Furthermore, the demographic profile of the sample 

was not representative of the wider Birmingham population; for example, those identifying as male 

were substantially underrepresented. 

It must also be acknowledged that the quantitative methodology employed in this study did not allow 

participants to share personal lived experiences and as such deeper exploration of individual and 

group differences was not possible. 

4.2 Implications of this evaluation 

This study shows a positive response to the need to create friendlier communities.  Although there 

was suggestion that the banner had an impact on people being friendlier, less than half of the sample 

described their local community as “generally friendly”.  This suggests that there is a need for 

interventions that address the wider community. 

The majority of participants reported that interventions such as the Permission to Smile banner 

campaign were necessary and would encourage friendlier behaviours.  When paired with the sense of 

personal responsibility to contribute to this agenda that is highlighted in the findings, it appears that 

the use of a banner may be particularly effective in raising awareness and potentially influencing an 

individual sense of responsibility into action. 

Although the results of this evaluation provide initial insight on participant attitudes towards the 

Permission to Smile banner campaign, findings do not allow for the individual views and experiences 

of participants to be explored.  Further research of a qualitative or mixed/multi-method nature would 

be particularly beneficial to explore findings where statistically significant differences were found 

between groups. 
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It should be noted that the data for this evaluation were collected prior to the UK coronavirus 

pandemic outbreak in March 2020.  Anecdotal evidence suggests that levels of community 

connectedness and social bonds have been strengthened during this time, driven by a need for holistic 

support across all factions of UK society.  It is also pertinent to note that Uturn UK has now adopted 

the ‘as one’ brand, with the message “Fill your street with friendliness”.  Building upon what might be 

labelled ‘lockdown spirit’, Uturn UK is diversifying focus to encompass within its agenda the capturing 

and shaping of the spontaneous upsurge of community spirit occasioned by the epidemic. The 

recommendations in this evaluation report do not account for any increased levels of friendliness and 

cohesion which may have ensued as a result. 

4.2.1 Recommendations 

1. Consider redistributing the survey to a larger sample and in other settings.  This will allow for 

individual views post the coronavirus pandemic to be established, and to validate findings 

generated by this evaluation. 

2. Use qualitative research methods to explore ‘personal responsibility’.  This will allow for a 

deeper understanding of how individuals are motivated to actively contribute to their local 

community, along with an improved awareness of how communities connect and support one 

another. 

3. Explore the potential efficacy and acceptability of alternative initiatives and interventions.  

Working with individuals and communities to achieve this will enhance understanding of ‘what 

works’ in encouraging and facilitating personal responsibility in furthering the ‘friendliness 

agenda’. 

4. Undertake research with children and young people to evaluate the effectiveness of the 

campaign.  Eliciting the view of those under the age of 18 years will improve understanding of the 

strengths and limitations of the banner campaign from the perspective of this younger age group. 

5. Explore the need for community connectedness in populations deemed to be isolated or 

vulnerable.  A targeted exploration of individuals who are socially isolated or vulnerable is likely 

to add value to the wider campaign.  Working with GP practices and mental health services would 

be particularly beneficial in achieving this. 

6. Consider collaborative working with social prescribing services.  Exploring similar targeted 

interventions for isolated or vulnerable individuals already accessing services may have a positive 

impact on community relations and ease pressure on services such as general practice. 

7. Explore the use of digital media.  The use of digital platforms such as social media and stakeholder 

websites will increase exposure to the campaign. 
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5. CONCLUSIONS 

The purpose of this report was to provide an evaluation of the Birmingham Permission to Smile banner 

campaign.  The campaign began in May 2018 and this evaluation was undertaken 18 months later.  

Findings demonstrate a generally positive response to the campaign and indicate a need for further 

exploration of the intervention and its effectiveness.  The desire within communities to be friendlier 

and more connected is evident, suggesting that interventions and approaches such as the Permission 

to Smile banner campaign would be welcomed with a sense of personal responsibility to contribute to 

the agenda. 

Recent events occurring after this study took place regarding the coronavirus pandemic may further 

the inclination for interventions that support communities in connecting and creating a friendlier 

environment. The recent adoption of the ‘As one’ brand and message ‘Fill your street with friendliness’ 

by Uturn UK reflects the current challenge to 'capture' and shape the spontaneous upsurge of 

community spirit occasioned by the epidemic. There remains merit in further exploration of 

interventions to raise awareness of this cause and to measure impact on wellbeing and loneliness.  

From a public health perspective this may also have an impact on use of health services and have a 

part to play in the social prescribing agenda. 
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APPENDICES 

Appendix 1: Street Associations 

The first Street Associations were launched by Uturn UK in 2011.  Based on an innovative framework 

for bringing neighbours on the same street together – ‘make your street your village’ – a strap-line 

of ‘friendship, fun, belonging, a helping hand’, sums up the positive agenda.  Typically, someone on 

the street puts a version of our ‘stock’ letter through other letterboxes on the street, inviting 

residents to come, meet each other and find out what other streets are doing to bring the 

community together.  At initial meetings such as this, there is a strong welcome for the idea of 

starting a Street Association. 

To bring residents together, a ‘core group’ of residents is formed to take things forward and events 

are organised, such as a picnic, barbecue, Christmas party, quiz night or coach trip. 

In follow up surveys with 282 members of Street Associations, 51% said they had been helped 

personally to feel less lonely or isolated, 53% said that antisocial behaviour had been reduced, 93% 

said the Street Association had brought ethnic groups together, 96% said the street had become 

friendlier, and 87% felt their street now had a community spirit (up from 41% in the baseline survey). 

Appendix 2: List of participating organisations

Anthony Collins Solicitors 

Ark Community Church 

Ark Kings Primary Academy 

Ark Kings Secondary Academy 

Asda, Small Heath 

Asda, Cape Hill 

Aylesbury Surgery 

Balsall Heath Church Centre 

Banners Gate Primary School 

Be Happy Hub 

Billesley Primary School 

Birmingham Association of Youth Clubs 

Birmingham Chamber of Commerce 

Birmingham Cathedral 

Birmingham Voluntary Services Council 

Birmingham Civic Society 

Birmingham Central Mosque 

Birmingham City Council 

Birmingham School of Media 

Birmingham Jewish Community Care 

Birmingham Mail 

Blakemore Foundation 

Boldmere Junior School 

Boldmere Infant & Nursery School 

Bournville URC Church 

Brewin Dolphin 

Broadmeadow Junior School 

Brokfields Primary School 

Bryony House Care Home 

Business in the Community 

Business Professional Services Birmingham 

California Christian Centre 

Chaplaincy Plus 

Christchurch Selly Oak 

Cobden Hotel 

Colmore Business District 

Court Farm Primary School 

Dame Ellen Pinsent School 

Diocese of Birmingham 

Entrepreneurship Academy 

Erdington Elim Pentecostal Church 

Erdington Methodist Church 

Folio, Sutton Coldfield 

Friends Institute, Highgate 

Gateley Plc 

George Henry Collins Charity 

Gowling WLG 

Grafton Road Surgery 

Groundwork Trust 

Gunter Primary School 

Harborne Medical Practice 

Harborne Primary School 

Harborne Infant School 

Hawkesley Health Centre 
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Hawthorne Surgery 

Hay Mills Community Church 

Heart Care 

Hindu Council of Birmingham 

Hollywood Monster Ltd 

Holy Cross Church 

Hopkins Sayer Trust 

Kath’s Café 

Kingsdale Surgery 

King Edward VI Hansworth School 

King’s Norton Girls School 

Kings Norton Surgery 

King’s Rise Academy 

Kingstanding Methodist Church 

Lea Forest Primary Academy 

Leigh Primary School 

Ladywood Primary School 

Life Community Church, Hockley 

Little Sutton Primary School 

Longhurst Group 

Love Brum 

Manor House Lane Surgery 

Manor Park Primary Academy 

Mary Kinross Charitable Trust 

Marty Stevens Hospice 

Midland Heart 

Midland Metro Alliance 

Nechells Methodist Church 

Nechells Pod 

New Hope Birmingham 

NHS Birmingham and Solihull CCG 

Nishkam Centre 

Nishkam High School 

Nonsuch Primary School 

North Birmingham Vineyard 

Northfields Manor Academy 

Oasis Community Hub, Hobmoor 

On the Edge Fusion Youth Orchestra 

Our Lady & St Rose Catholic Primary School 

Perry Barr Methodist Church 

Pioneer Group 

Quilter Cheviot Investment Management 

Quinton Church Primary School 

RC Archdiocese of Birmingham 

Rednall Hill Junior School 

Rosary Catholic Primary School 

Rowheath Pavilion Church 

Salvation Army Citadel 

Selly Park Baptist Church 

Shenley Academy 

Soho Road Business Improvement District 

Southgate Family Church 

South Yardley Methodist Church 

SS Peter & Paul Catholic Primary School 

St Albans Catholic Primary School 

St Ambrose Barlow Catholic Church 

St Anne’s Catholic Primary School 

St Chad’s Cathedral 

St Chad’s LEP, Erdington 

St Dunstan’s Catholic School 

St Francis Primary School 

St Germain’s Church 

St John & Monica Primary School 

St Joseph’s Catholic Primary School 

St Leonard’s Church, Marston Green 

St Martin’s in the Bull Ring 

St Mary & St Ambrose church 

St Mary’s C of E Primary School 

St Michael’s Church, Hall Green 

St John and St Martin RC Church 

St John’s Church, Harborne 

St Michael’s Primary School, Quentin 

Stockland Green Methodist Church 

Stockland Green School 

Street Associations initiative 

Tesco, Aston Lane 

The Hub, Hazelwell 

The Oaks Primary School 

The Peace Hub 

Trident Group 

Turves Green Girls School 

Veolia Environmental Services (UK) plc 

VWV Solicitors 

Waitrose, Hall Green 

Water Mill Primary School, Selly Oak 

WED Charitable Trust 

Weoley Hill URC Church 

Wesley Vale Millennium Green Trust 

West Heath Community Centre 

West Midlands Trains 

Whitehouse Common Primary School 

Witton Methodist Church 

Yardley Wood Health Centre 

Yenton Primary School 

YMCA Birmingham 

YMCA Indian Student Hostel 


