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Consultation Road Map:

The Compact is a partnership, and all partnerships involve a journey.

Before You Start:
Undertaking a consultation project is not a trivial task.  To help you to think through the process, and the tasks at each step of the way, this Consultation Road Map outlines the four main steps to take to lead you to a successful and less frustrating experience of running a consultation exercise.  These steps are given below in the form of questions that you should consider and address, before you actually start the consultation itself.

The Road Map is to help you plan running a consultation project and emphasises the value of sound planning beforehand to reduce the waste of resources (funds and time) later on as well as the number of potentially missed opportunities and to ease the burden of stress and confusion.

It is invariably better to front-load the time investment in preparing and planning for the consultation properly because any mistakes that are made during this stage can be identified and corrected before too many resources have been committed or any stakeholders have been contacted.

Please consider the following four questions.  These are not intended to be prescriptive, but to serve as catalysts for you to start thinking methodically about your consultation process, likely issues you may encounter, and ways of side-stepping potential pitfalls.

The four key questions to consider are:
· Why are you doing it – what is the consultation actually about?

· Who are you going to ask – who is going to be impacted by the outcomes of the consultation?

· How are you going to do it – what methodology will you use and how will these be collected afterwards?

· What are you going to do with the results – how will these be analysed and the results communicated?
Before embarking on any consultation process, please bear in mind that the whole process will likely take longer and involve more work than you originally planned for.  In your project plan it is usually wise to factor in some additional time and resource because, unless you are very experienced and lucky, what can go wrong almost certainly will.
What is your consultation about?

You cannot proceed unless you clearly define the reasons for the consultation and the question (or questions) you are asking.  If there are several options being considered, these need to be clearly defined, along with all of the ramifications for each option.  It would also be very helpful if stakeholders were informed why the changes were being proposed, and the likely consequences if the changes were not adopted.  If your organisation has a preferred option, in the interests of transparency, this should be clearly stated as such and why that is the preferred option.
If it is not already obvious, it is important that in all communications with the stakeholders that you impress upon them that the decision has not yet been made and that they are the ones who will be feeding into the actual decision that will be taken.  At no point must the stakeholders be given the impression that the consultation is a tick-box exercise with a predetermined answer, otherwise this will lead to future consultation projects being contaminated with cynicism and responses are likely to be very poor.

Who is going to be asked?
Consultation is not a public opinion poll; rather it is a focused approach to obtaining input from a selected group of interested parties (i.e. stakeholders) about a course of action that will have direct and indirect bearings of them.  Therefore, to identify your stakeholder group, first identify those who are going to be effected by the changes.  If you are dealing with a large population, you will probably do well to develop a way of identifying a representative sample of stakeholders if finances are a constraint, because consultation can be expensive.
How are you going to go about it?

This question relates to your intended methodology.  There are pros and cons about all methodologies, and although no single method will be best under all conditions, some methodologies are better suited to the task than others.  Transparency and prudence would also dictate that any method you select needs to have a clear audit trail so that the results of the consultation – and subsequent decisions arising from it – are robust and available for public scrutiny.
Decisions about methodology must cover issues such as:

· Ask others to read through the consultation documents to ensure that the meanings are clear and that what is being asked is understandable.  If there are several options being consulted on, then ensure that each option and its consequence is clearly laid out unambiguously.  One way of doing this is to hold a pilot consultation exercise with a small sample of colleagues or friends to “field test” the consultation and to work out any “bugs” before the consultation goes live.
· Ensure that what is being consulted on is realistic – that is, it is unfair to ask respondents to answer questions and select options if those options are not in themselves feasible to implement.

· Ensure that your consultation questions and options are as targeted as possible.  Giving too wide a range of options may not only confuse some stakeholders, it may confound your results leading to the necessity of having to go out to consultation again in the case of there not being a clear preferred option.

· What format is the consultation going to be in – such as written letters to individuals, public accessible sites (e.g. libraries), web-sites, etc. – bearing in mind issues around accessibility, literacy and so on.

· Specify the consultation period (to be Compact compliant, a consultation period should be no less than 12 weeks, except in exceptional circumstances) and be clear about how respondents are to return the responses to you.
· Remember that postal returns do not always arrive within the specified period, so you will need to make some decisions about cut off points if using mail-outs.  Furthermore, the return rate of postal consultations is very low (approximately 30%), so your target group of stakeholders may have to be increased accordingly if you are consulting with a sample of a larger population.
· Finally, once you have the responses you will need to undertake an analysis of the results.  This will range from a simple summing of preferred options to more complex statistical analysis and a correlation of comments in order to obtain a reliable and valid picture of your stakeholder’s input.  If your consultation offered a range of options for stakeholders to select, and if once the responses are tallied there is still no clear preferred outcome, you are probably going to have to go back to consultation using the closest ranked preferences as the options in order to tease out a preference.  To avoid the likelihood of this, you are advised to test the consultation in a pilot exercise and to ensure that the options consulted on are specific and well-defined.
What are you going to do with the results?
Consultation is, above all else, a method of communicating with people.  Consequently, sending out consultation documents and receiving stakeholder responses are only part of the equation.  The last step is equally important, which entails telling the people with whom you have consulted what the outcomes of the consultation are.  The extent and detail of this communication will vary depending on the complexity and profile of the issue being consulted on as well as the budget of the consulting organisation.  However, it is critically important that the stakeholders are not left wondering what happened, thinking that their responses have disappeared into a black hole.  Take the time to collate the results of the consultation and to communicate this, together with the ultimate decision taken, back to as many of the stakeholders as you can.  This will complete the communications cycle, stakeholders will feel listened to and that their input was worth something, and they may be more inclined to participate in future consultation events.
Finally, please share the consultation with your colleagues and peer organisations wherever possible.  This will not only help establish a record of good local practice, but may also help other organisations to save resources by not repeating something that has already been consulted on.  In turn, this will help reduce consultation “fatigue” amongst stakeholders and provide a bank of stakeholder-based research of local knowledge that may be useful for developing policies and service priorities.
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