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REVIEW OF THE COUNCIL’S CONSULTATION PROCESS 
 
Report by the Consultation Task and Finish Group 
 
Introduction and Background to Review: 
1.1 The Overview and Scrutiny Management Committee, at its meeting held on 26 July 

2010 considered a number of suggestions from Members for possible Scrutiny 
reviews. Councillor Chris Singleton suggested that the Council’s Consultation 
process be reviewed.  He was aware of a perception in some quarters that the 
Council does not respond to, or act upon, consultation responses.  The processing 
of comments in relation to the consultation on planning Masterplans was a specific 
issue of concern that he was aware of, but he felt there were wider issues around 
how the Council approached the issue of transparency in dealing with responses 
and how value judgments were applied by Officers in deciding whether responses 
were relevant or not and indeed why they might be rejected.  Councillor Malcolm 
Armstrong expressed concerns regarding the consultation process used for charges 
for social care. Members felt that these concerns could be incorporated into a 
review of the Council’s Consultation process.  

 
1.2 The Overview and Scrutiny Management Committee referred the matter to the 

Corporate Services Overview and Scrutiny Panel on 26 July 2010.  
 
1.3 The Corporate Services Scrutiny Panel agreed to establish the Consultation Task 

and Finish Group made up of the following Members:  Councillors Norman 
Jorgensen, Firmager, Armstrong, Auty, Bowring, Lissaman, Munro and Singleton.  
This membership was later amended to the following: Councillors Norman 
Jorgensen, Firmager, Batth, Bowring, Lissaman, Miall and Singleton. 

 
1.4 The Terms of Reference for the review (attached at Appendix A) were agreed at the 

Panel meeting on 6 January 2011.  The key objectives of the review were agreed 
as: 

 
a) To establish why the Council undertakes consultation and to understand the 

statutory and local requirements the Council is subject to with regards to 
consultation.  

 
b) To research common consultation methods used by the Council and to 

determine whether any improvements can be made.  
 

c) To establish how the Council interprets and analyses consultation results. 
 

d) To consider how the outcomes of consultation are used to inform decisions and 
policy. 

 
 

2.0 Information Gathering 
 
2.1 The Task and Finish Group met on 1 November 2011 and heard evidence from the 

following witnesses: 
 

• Sarah Barrow, Head of Customer Services and Administration  

• Mark Redfearn, Policy Manager 
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 Mark Redfearn managed the Council’s Consultation service and provided 

information on why the Council undertook consultation and the statutory and local 
requirements the Council was subject to with regards to consultation. Sarah Barrow 
provided information on how the Council received customer feedback via 
Wokingham Direct. 

 
2.2 The Consultation Task and Finish Group met on 7 November 2011 and heard 

information from the following officers who had recently used the consultation 
process.   
 

• Mike Wooldridge, Development & Improvement Team Manager – changes to 
Social Care charges  

• Steve Richardson, Environmental Health and Licensing Manager – Animal 
Boarding  

• Matt Davey, Head of Technical Services – Nash Grove Lane  
 
 They provided information such as why the exercise was carried out, what method 

was used and how results were analysed and fed back. 
 
2.3 Evidence was provided to the Task and Finish Group at their meeting on 12 

December 2011 from: 
 

• Jason Teal, Research & Consultation Manager, West Berkshire Council  

• Cris Lancaster, Master Planner, Wokingham Borough Council  
 
 The Group also considered examples of best practice and how other local 

authorities undertook consultation.  
 
2.4 The Panel heard information from two witnesses at its meeting on 30 January 2012: 
 

• Roger Woof, Finchampstead Neighbourhood Action Group  

• Phiala Mehring, Loddon Valley Residents Group  
 
 Phiala Mehring and Roger Woof were asked about their views on and experiences 

of the Council’s Consultation process.  
 
Review objective 1): To establish why the Council undertakes consultation and to 
understand the statutory and local requirements the Council is subject to with 
regards to consultation.  
 
2.5 The Panel examined why the Council undertook consultation and the statutory and 

local requirement it was subject to with regards to consultation. 
 
2.6 Consultation was one of a number of ways in which the Council interacted with 

residents, service users and other interested parties to understand their needs and 
aspirations for services.  The Council consulted for a number of reasons:  

• To monitor a current service provision and identify possible improvements 
• To gather opinions on a change in policy that may be implemented by the Council 
• To provide information to local stakeholders 
• A statutory requirement 
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Statutory requirements:  
2.7 Since April 2009 local authorities have been required to adhere to the Duty to 

Involve which was introduced within the Local Government and Public Involvement 
in Health Act 2007.  This duty required that local authorities ‘inform’, ‘consult’ or 
‘involve’ local residents and interested parties in decisions that affect them, although 
it was not directive about when one or more of these approaches needed to be 
used.  The ultimate effect of this duty was an overarching requirement for local 
authorities to engage with their residents by providing residents and other interested 
parties with a means to challenge any decision that was taken without considering 
their views.  The requirements for local authorities to consult residents or other 
interested parties on a particular issue are spread across a wide range of legislation 
and regulation, with each separate requirement containing its own particular rules or 
standards that need to be applied. 

 
2.8 Mark Redfearn, Policy Manager informed the Task and Finish Group that the 

Development Control and Development Planning processes contained directive 
standards and requirements for consultation, as did many other services such as 
Public Protection and Licensing.  When taking decisions within these services it is 
required that the Council provide an opportunity to comment to those people that 
would be directly affected by the decision, for example by a particular premises 
license application.  Services undertaking statutory consultation were required to 
consider whether any regulations prescribed how consultation should be carried 
out.  For example, consultation on Supplementary Planning Documents was a 
statutory requirement. Regulations set out what the Council was required to do with 
regards to this consultation, which was to advertise the consultation on its website 
and in the local newspapers.  The Town and Country Planning Regulations 2004 
detailed who the Council should consult, and how this was addressed in 
Supplementary Planning Documents (SPDs).  The Statement of Community 
Involvement had also provided guidance. 

 
Local requirements:  
2.9 Members were informed that there was also indirect consultation requirements 

placed upon local authorities and other public bodies, usually as a means of 
justifying why a particular decision has been taken about service delivery.  Mark 
Redfearn stressed that it was important to manage expectations and to make clear 
to potential respondents what a consultation could and could not achieve.  

 
2.10 The Council’s Consultation Strategy stated that ‘Wokingham Borough Council will 

consult with its residents and stakeholders to ensure that they have a voice in the 
delivery, scrutiny and improvement of service delivery. These consultations and 
their results will be open and inclusive, and undertaken in accordance with the 
Council’s publicised protocols and service standards’.  The Strategy included a set 
of standards which detailed how officers could utilise consultation in order to derive 
the most benefit from them and sources of information and guidance to ensure a 
consistent approach to consultation across the Council.  It was noted that the 
Consultation Strategy was due to be reviewed to ensure that it was fit for purpose, 
both within the context of legislative requirements and the Council’s vision and 
objectives, and that the Task and Finish Group’s review of the Council’s 
consultation process would help to inform this process.  Members agreed that the 
Consultation Strategy should be updated and that their findings feed into this 
process.  
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Review objective 2): To research common consultation methods used by the 
Council and to determine whether any improvements can be made.  
 
2.11 It was noted that individual service areas were responsible for their own 

consultation exercises.  Mark Redfearn informed Members that it was not a 
mandatory requirement for Officers to use the Consultation Service when 
undertaking consultations.  Advice and assistance could be sought from the 
Consultation Service if required.  The Consultation Service was made up of one full 
time Officer.  Its aim was to provide quality consultation delivery and advice to all 
Council services who request it, and co-ordinate all market research projects done 
by the Council to ensure the best possible outcomes for both the Council and its 
external stakeholders.  The Service carried out between 50 and 60 consultations a 
year, from large borough wide issues to single topic matters.  The Service also 
assisted some Neighbourhood Action Groups in the consultation of their residents.  
The Group learnt that the Consultation Officer had helped to formulate surveys for 
the Finchampstead Action Group and to make them available online.  Jason Teal, 
Research & Consultation Manager, West Berkshire Council informed the Task and 
Finish Group that there was a strong expectation that Officers wishing to undertake 
consultations would seek advice from Officers with responsibility for consultation.  
They were encouraged to look at the Consultation Toolkit, a step-by-step guide to 
those designing and running a consultation.   

 
2.12 Some Officer witnesses indicated that a guide to the consultation process would be 

helpful, particularly those Officers who were new to the process.  Members 
concluded that a toolkit and a step-by-step guide to the consultation should be 
developed and made available to services undertaking consultations.  They felt that 
these should provide officers with advice and information on designing a 
consultation and considering the most appropriate consultation method, who to 
target the consultation at and how, running the consultation, collation and analysis 
of the results and feeding back to the decision makers and respondents.  It was felt 
that this would help ensure that consultations were understandable, good quality 
and consistent.  The Task and Finish Group were of the view that Officers planning 
to run a consultation, particularly those which were likely to have large budget 
implications, affect a large number of people or to be contentious, should seek 
advice on good practice from either the Council’s corporate resource or if more 
appropriate, an external organisation.  

 
2.13 The Task and Finish Group agreed that it was vital that services planning on 

undertaking a consultation, firstly considered whether they wished to inform or 
consult.  A consultation exercise was not a valuable use of time and resources for 
the Council or respondents if the intention was to merely inform of a decision or if it 
was already known that nothing would change as a result of a consultation.  
Consultations should provide an opportunity for people to give their views.  It was 
noted that many people felt that often the decision had already been made prior to 
consultation being carried out and were discouraged from responding to 
consultations as a result.   

 
2.14 Decision makers should not attempt to get a consultation exercise to in-effect take a 

decision for them by asking respondents to choose between competing options.  If 
this approach was needed then the process would not be a consultation exercise 
but a vote or referendum.  For example, Matt Davey, Head of Technical Services, 
informed Members that a questionnaire had been hand delivered to affected 
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properties in Nash Grove Lane.  The questionnaire asked residents whether they 
would to see the resurfacing of part of the lane and the installation of a barrier 
blocking off the end of the lane or if they wished for no action to be taken.  
Respondents had been asked to include their house number on their response to 
ensure that replies were only received from those directly affected.  A questionnaire 
had been selected as the chosen method as whilst many residents had strong 
feelings about what they did or did not wish to be done to the lane, it had been 
difficult for Officers to gain a clear picture of the most desired course of action.   

 
Timing: 
2.15 The timing of a consultation could have a substantial impact on the response rate.  

Consequentially, consultations should so far as possible be programmed into the 
services work programme to ensure that adequate resources were available and 
that due process was followed.  Members felt that Officers should be aware of the 
deadlines for the Committee at which it was proposed that the decision be taken, to 
ensure that the consultation was not rushed and that sufficient time was allowed for 
the analysis of the results. 

 
2.16 Where possible consultations should be co-ordinated, particularly those on similar 

matters, to avoid ‘consultation fatigue’ which would potentially have a negative 
impact on the consultations’ response rates.  This in turn might create a less 
representative and valuable sample.  It was noted that the consultation on the 
Managing Development Delivery Plan Document (MDDPD) had been carried out at 
the same time as the consultation on the SDL’s.  The developers had also 
conducted their own consultation on the SDL’s at the same time during the earlier 
consultation round, which some people had found confusing.  The time of year in 
which a consultation was carried out could also affect the response rate.  It was 
important that officers considered whether the consultation was subject to statutory 
timescales and if so, if the consultation would be kept open for longer.  Cris 
Lancaster, Master Planner informed Members that the consultation for the Council’s 
Borough Design Guide had been open for eight weeks although the Council was 
required to consult for a considerable shorter period, as part of the time frame 
included the Christmas period.  

 
Who to consult:  
2.17 Members felt that who the consultation was aimed at was a key factor when 

selecting a method for consultation and designing the consultation.  For example 
the proposed target audience might not have the time or enthusiasm for a lengthy 
complex consultation or they may not be computer literate.  Some consultations 
required that a wide or random sample of residents respond in order to achieve a 
broad view of an issue, while other consultations were more relevant to a particular 
section of the community (e.g. belonged to a particular age group or lived in a 
particular area).  In order for a consultation to be effective it was essential that 
Officers established and understood who they wished to respond to the consultation 
and how they would reach those would have a particular interest in, or would be 
directly affected by, the specific issue.  Very low response rates could produce an 
unrepresentative sample.  Members agreed that guidance could be produced on 
consultation audiences. 

 
2.18 The Task and Finish Group acknowledged that a number of Councils such as 

Reading Borough Council, London Borough of Merton Council and West Berkshire 
Council offered people the opportunity to register to receive email alerts when new 
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consultations were added to the Consultations section of their website or to be 
notified of forthcoming consultations on particular topics of their choice such as 
health, leisure, crime and transport.  This enabled people to be alerted to 
consultations which were of specific interest to them.  A number of Councils such as 
Plymouth City Council and West Berkshire Council provided details of past and 
present consultations via consultation portals or consultation finders on their 
websites.   

 
2.19 The Task and Finish Group asked Officer witnesses how they had ensured that 

those who were most likely to be affected by a consultation were aware of the 
exercise.  The Task and Finish Group noted that the most common method used 
was writing to those who it was thought would be most affected or interested in the 
consultation.  With regards to the SDL consultations it was noted that those already 
on the Council’s database relating to the Core Strategy had been contacted as had 
community groups amongst others.  Other methods had also been used to publicise 
the consultation.  All service users or their representatives and care providers had 
been contacted in relation to the changes to social care charges.  Members noted 
that Officers had written to inform pet sitters and other relevant organisations of the 
Animal Boarding consultation yet many of those who responded were service users 
who had learnt of the consultation via word of mouth.  

 
2.20 It was noted that the Council made use of a Citizen’s Panel, although numbers had 

depleted over time.  From the information received during the information gathering 
sessions the Task and Finish Group concluded that improvements could be made 
to the way in which people were informed of consultations.  Phiala Mehring 
informed Members that sometimes she only heard of consultations through other 
Residents Associations.  She and Roger Woof, Finchampstead Neighbourhood 
Action Group suggested that the Council make greater use of Residents 
Associations to help bring consultations to a wider audience, where appropriate.  
Other groups in the community such as churches and youth groups could also be 
used to help promote consultations and get the message across. There would 
potentially be leaders in each group who could help provide information and 
understanding.  Mark Redfearn informed Members that the Council had contacted 
various organisations such as Scout Groups and schools when publicising the Safer 
Communities Survey.  Members agreed that the Council could connect more with 
Residents Associations and other community groups and encourage them to act as 
conduits of communication to provide the Council with a better sense of the 
consultee network.  This would help to increase the Council’s engagement with the 
community.  

 
Consultation Design:  
2.21 Through its information gathering sessions the Task and Finish Group identified that 

there was dissatisfaction with the design of some recent consultations.  Phiala 
Mehring, Loddon Valley Residents Association stated that consultations should not 
be overly complicated and that the consultation questions should not limit the ability 
for respondents to provide a full answer.  Documents provided for consultations, 
such as those relating to the Managing Development Delivery Development Plan 
Document and the Borough Design Guide, had been lengthy and difficult for non 
professionals to understand.  This potentially discouraged people from participating 
in the consultation.  The Task and Finish Group acknowledged that a balance 
needed to be created between the provision of lots of information to ensure 
transparency and overburdening respondents with too much information.  
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2.22 The Task and Finish Group concluded that when designing consultation questions it 

was important that Officers were clear what questions they wished to ask and why.  
Consultation questions and information should be easy to understand and to 
respond to so as not to discourage potential respondents.  The Members 
questioned whether in the case of long and complex consultations, a full 
introduction could be provided which outlined the purpose of the consultation and 
how it was anticipated people’s views would feed into the process.  In addition they 
felt that simplified, shorter versions could also be made available to respondents in 
addition to the main consultation information.  The Group believed that consultation 
information should clearly state the purpose of the consultation and how people’s 
views could potentially have an impact.  It was thought that this would encourage a 
greater level of response.  However, it was appreciated that some people were less 
inclined to respond to consultations than others. 

 

2.23 Roger Woof, Finchampstead Neighbourhood Association, put forward the view that 
feedback on consultation design be sought from Residents Associations and groups 
that had been demonstrably unsatisfied with the consultation process in the past.  It 
was noted that user groups had been used to pilot consultation materials for social 
care consultations in the past.  However, user group testing had not been used for 
the changes to the social care charges consultation due to a limited timeframe.  
Members of all parties, Town and Parish Councils and Resident Associations and 
other community groups were a valuable source of local knowledge.  Members 
were of the view that the aforementioned groups could be used to pre-test 
consultations where appropriate, proportionate and timescales allowed, before they 
were disseminated to a wider audience to ensure that the consultation questions 
were understandable, easy to respond to and met local requirements.   

 
Consultation methods: 
2.24 Mark Redfearn informed Members that when conducting a consultation exercise 

there were two key types of information that would be obtained; quantitative and 
qualitative evidence.  Quantitative results were typically statistical information that 
could be used to gain an understanding of how people respond to a specific 
question (e.g. 75% of respondents picked Option A, 20% picked Option B and 5% 
did not know).  These are relatively easy to obtain via a questionnaire or survey.  
Qualitative results are more open ended and exploratory, and would normally 
require a greater amount of time and resources to collate and analyse.  A good 
example of this would be a Focus Group where a group of people are asked by a 
facilitator what they think of a particular issue, and are given the time to talk openly 
about their views.  These two approaches were not mutually exclusive and it could 
be more effective to combine the two within a consultation.  A quantitative 
consultation exercise could be used to get a broad view of people’s opinions on an 
issue and develop draft options for moving forward, that can then be tested within a 
qualitative exercise to gain a fuller understanding of their implications. 

 
2.25 The Task and Finish Group identified that the consultation method used was 

dependent on a number of factors such as the size, timing and length of the 
consultation and the intended target audience.  The budget available was another 
factor which affected the consultation method used.  

 
2.26 With regards to the Animal Boarding national standard consultation Members were 

informed that the Licensing team had written to or emailed those that they knew or 
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believed to be involved in pet sitting in the borough, vet surgeries and national 
associations such as the RSPCA, to inform them of the consultation.  A link at the 
bottom of the correspondence directed respondents to the draft standard and 
consultation questions online.  The Licensing team had guided people to the 
consultation documents online if they had enquired by telephone.  Many of those 
who responded had heard of the consultation by word of mouth.  

 
2.27 Mike Wooldridge, Development & Improvement Team Manager informed the Task 

and Finish Group of the changes to social care charges consultation carried out in 
2010.  People had been asked to what extent they agreed with the proposals and 
how they would personally be affected by any changes.  A questionnaire had been 
mailed to those who received social care services or their representative/carer if 
they were not in a position to respond themselves and service providers such as 
home care, respite care providers and day care centres.  The co-ordinated 
questionnaire had been considered and approved by a project sponsor as it related 
to a complicated and technical area.  The voluntary sector had offered to help 
people complete the questionnaire should they require assistance, although this 
service was not taken up.  It was important that the questionnaire was as straight 
forward as possible so as not to discourage responses.  Non service users had also 
been able to access the questionnaire on the Council’s website and a link to the 
consultation had been put on the front of the Council’s website to draw people’s 
attention to it.  Leaflets had been produced in addition to the questionnaire.  
Members questioned whether other methods of consultation had been considered.  
They were informed that methods such as public meetings would have been less 
appropriate as the consultation related to personal issues such as service users’ 
savings and secondly many social care clients may have found speaking at a public 
meeting intimidating.  Mail dropping the entire borough would have proved 
expensive.  Whilst 1-2-1 drop in surgeries could have been an alternative method 
used it was thought that they would have been a less efficient use of time and 
resources. 

 
2.28 Cris Lancaster, Master Planner provided information on the consultations for the 

Supplementary Planning Documents (SPDs) for the Strategic Development 
Locations (SDL), particularly the North Wokingham SDL.  Members learnt that a 
number of different methods had been used.  For example, an options exhibition 
and a number of workshops regarding the SPDs had been held with residents and 
community groups.  Display panels highlighting the key proposals for the SPDs 
were displayed at the main Council offices for the 6 week statutory period.  Over the 
development of the Core Strategy the Council had built up a database of people 
who had expressed an interest.  Those on the database had been informed that the 
consultation on the SPDs was forthcoming.  In addition copies of the draft SPDs 
were made available online and paper copies made available for inspection at the 
local libraries and the Council offices.  

 
2.29 Jason Teal, Performance, Research & Consultation Manager, West Berkshire 

Council informed the Task and Finish Group of budget consultation that the Council 
had undertaken.  An online budget simulator which had set out the various service 
areas had been produced.  Residents had been invited to increase or decrease the 
budget for each area according to their own priorities so that the budget balanced.  
The consultation had been open to all for six weeks and in the region of 850 
responses had been received.   
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2.30 The Task and Finish Group established that there were a number of methods used 
across the Council to consult with residents and other parties.  Some of the most 
common methods used included questionnaires, either sent out by post or by email, 
or which could be accessed through the Council’s website, or carried out face to 
face or over the phone, focus groups and workshops and information exhibitions.  
Paired interviews were a less common method used as they required considerable 
skill and resources.   

 
Publicising consultations: 
2.31 The Task and Finish Group acknowledged that when considering how to publicise 

their consultation, Officers had to take a number of factors into account such as the 
target audience, the size of the consultation, the time frame and the budget 
available, to ensure that the approach taken was proportionate to the matter under 
consultation.  A ‘one size fits all’ approach could not be taken.   

 
2.32 Consideration was given to the ways in which larger scale consultations were made 

available to the wider public.  The Task and Finish Group were notified that the 
Council employed a company which filled dispensers and carousels with 
information leaflets and consultations in outlets such as libraries, doctors’ surgeries 
and hospitals.  Members were of the opinion that the outlets should be more 
targeted to ensure that the consultations were available to those who were most 
likely to be affected and who might wish to respond.  They felt that library staff could 
be asked to further disseminate information on consultations.  This would help raise 
public awareness of consultations, particularly amongst those who may not be 
computer literate.  In addition the Task and Finish Group questioned whether the 
Council could publicise larger consultations through the use of social network media 
such as Facebook and Twitter.  

 
2.33 The Task and Finish Group examined how consultations were publicised on the 

Council’s website.  Links to larger current consultations were placed on the right 
hand side of the front page of the Council’s website.  The Task and Finish Group 
acknowledged that there was a consultation page which included links to various 
current consultations undertaken by the Consultation Service, consultation 
responses and results, information on the Citizen’s Panel and how and why the 
Council consulted.  Mark Redfearn informed Members that the Council used SNAP, 
a web based tool, to produce online surveys.  Responses could be analysed by 
postcode in the case of area specific consultations.  Members felt that the 
information on the Council’s website concerning consultations was too scattered 
and difficult to find.  They expressed concern that the number of ‘clicks’ it took to 
find information on a particular consultation were too many.  The Task and Finish 
Group were of the view that information on current, future and past consultations 
should be put on the website and that the search engine function should be 
improved so that information was to easy to find, for example if someone was 
searching for consultations relating to a particular ward.  Some Members suggested 
that consideration be given to proprietary web portals.  Members thought that it was 
not necessarily appropriate for all consultations, for example very small scale 
exercises, to be placed on the consultation page on the website and that guidance 
on whether a consultation should be placed on the Council’s website should be 
included in the consultation toolkit.  When considering how to publicise the 
consultation and the consultation method it was important that Officers did not 
exclude those who were less computer literate.  
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2.34 The Task and Finish Group agreed that the level of engagement should be 
proportionate to the significance of the issue under consultation.  In the case of 
issues which affected a small group of residents, such as in the case of the traffic 
road orders relating to a particular road, large scale engagement was not an 
efficient use of resources.  On the other hand the Strategic Development Locations 
were a highly significant issue to both the Council and many borough residents.  
Consequentially, various different methods had been used to promote the 
consultations as widely as possible across the borough.  These methods included 
writing to those who were on the Council’s database relating to the Core Strategy 
and community groups, press releases, information on the Council’s website and 
local radio and an article in the Borough News.  In addition posters had been placed 
in supermarkets and shops, a video on the consultations had been produced and 
information sharing exhibitions held.  Cris Lancaster put forward the view that in the 
case of projects where the process took place over a long time period, such as in 
the case of the consultations on the SDLs, there was a continuous need to keep 
people updated so they were aware of what stage had been reached.  

 
 
Review objective 3) To establish how the Council interprets and analyses 
consultation results. 
2.35 Consultation results must be analysed and interpreted in order for the Council to 

understand the views of respondents on particular issues.  The Group identified that 
how consultation results were interpreted and analysed varied according to factors 
including the size and complexity of the consultation and the consultation method 
used.   

 
2.36 The Task and Finish Group believed that prior to undertaking the consultation, the 

responsible service should establish whether they had sufficient staff resources to 
interpret and analyse results and the potential cost implications of this exercise or 
whether assistance was required from either corporate or external resources.  
Phiala Mehring stated that the Council could make greater use of external 
professionals at the analysis and interpretation stage when extracting information 
so as to optimise the consultation process.  Members believed that proportionality 
was again paramount and that factors such as budget had to be taken into account 
when considering whether to use external resources.   

 
2.37 With regards to the aggregation of responses Members questioned how Officers 

ensured that responses were not lost, particularly in the case of larger 
consultations.  The Task and Finish Group learnt that the Licensing and Appeals 
Committee had been provided with a copy of all responses to the Animal Boarding 
consultation in addition to a summary of responses, when considering the draft 
Animal Boarding standard.  All responses had been accepted although some had 
been worded exactly the same as others.  The correspondence which had been 
sent with the consultation questions had stated that the Licensing and Appeals 
Committee would consider all responses.  Members learnt that responses for the 
SDL consultations had been colour coded and assigned to different categories such 
as matters outside of the document, matters appropriate to the document and 
matters which would be dealt with at a later date.  The comments had also been 
assigned a reference number and coded accordingly.  Many comments had been 
assigned more than one number if they related to more than one SDL, topic or sub 
topic.  The comments had been broken down into main issues identified and then 
further broken down into sub topics.  The analysis had been undertaken by David 



 11

Lock Associates to ensure independence and was later cross checked by Officers 
for consistency.  In the case of the social care charges consultation, Members were 
notified that Officers had collated the consultation results.  These had been included 
in a report to the Executive to assist them in their decision making.  A number of 
free text comments had also been received, not all of which had directly related to 
the consultation questions.  Officers, including the Consultation Officer, had collated 
these and distilled them into broad themes.  The Executive had been provided with 
a summary of these comments, grouped into themes for ease of reference, when 
making the decision on social care charges.   

 
2.38 In her evidence to the Task and Finish Group on 30 January 2012 Phiala Mehring 

stressed that transparency was vital in the consultation process and that 
respondents needed to be able to see that their comments had been read, 
considered and formed part of the analysis. She informed Members of the 
Government’s consultation on Sustainable Urban Drainage Systems under which 
respondents could track the progress of their comments.  The Task and Finish 
Group agreed that it was important to demonstrate that people’s views had been 
taken into account to highlight the value of the consultation exercise and to 
encourage future participation.  Members were of the opinion that after 
consultations, particularly those which were large scale and high interest, a 
statement of consultation and a summary of responses should be produced 
detailing what responses were received, the final decision taken and any changes 
which had been made as a result of the consultation.  

 
 
Review objective 4) To consider how the outcomes of consultation are used to 
inform decisions and policy. 
 
2.39 The Task and Finish Group considered how the outcomes of consultations were 

used to inform decisions and policy.  Mark Redfearn reminded Members that 
consultation exercises should explore several elements within an issue to provide 
the decision makers with as much information as possible about the issue being 
addressed or the implications of taking a particular decision.  Members agreed that 
the results of consultations should then be considered alongside other relevant 
evidence or factors such as financial information to give decision makers a full 
picture of the matter under consideration and to assist in the decision making 
process.  The Task and Finish Group were of the opinion that it should be made 
clear to potential respondents what the Council could and could not take into 
account and where changes could or could not be made, in order to better manage 
expectations.  On occasions where the results of a consultation were outweighed by 
other evidence a clear explanation should be included in the feedback provided.   

 
2.40 From its information gathering sessions the Task and Finish Group learnt that the 

results of consultation exercises were often either presented in full or in summary 
form to the relevant decision making Member or Committee.  For example, 877 
responses had been received to the consultation on the Supplementary Planning 
Documents for the Strategic Development Locations which had been carried out in 
spring 2010.  The responses had been summarised and were included in the 
Statement of Consultation, the production of which was required by the relevant 
Regulations.  The responses had revealed a number of detailed concerns or issues, 
the headlines of which had been referred to in a report to the Executive.  The Task 
and Finish Group learnt that the Animal Boarding conditions consultation had 
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clearly informed the Licensing and Appeals Committee’s decision relating to the 
adoption of the standard.  The draft Animal Boarding conditions had been redrafted 
following the consultation, taking the responses into account.  The Licensing and 
Appeals Committee had considered the redrafted conditions and the consultation 
responses when taking the decision on the Animal Boarding standard.   

 
Feedback of consultation results: 
2.41 The feed back of consultation results was an important part of the consultation 

process and was a means of demonstrating how the consultation had informed 
decisions and policy.  How results were fed back both within the Council and to 
respondents and the degree to which feedback was provided varied.  For example, 
those who had responded to the Animal Boarding consultation were not written to 
directly.  However, the final decision taken by the Licensing and Appeals Committee 
was detailed in the minutes of the July 2011 Committee meeting, which were 
available on the Council’s website.  Known pet sitters and the neighbouring local 
authorities had been sent a copy of the standard agreed by the Committee, the fee 
schedule and an application form.  Officers had written to all those who had 
responded to the social care charges consultation and the results had been 
published on the Council’s website.  With regards to the SDL consultations it was 
noted that feedback had been provided in various ways.  For example a summary 
of the feedback on the South of M4 SPD Master Plan exhibition had been included 
on the Council’s website and a Statement of Consultation had been produced.   

 
2.42 Summaries of the results of some of the more recent, larger consultations such as 

the School Admissions Consultation 2012- 2013 were included on the consultation 
page of the Council’s website.  Members expressed the view that that these could 
be better signposted. 

 
2.43 It was noted that the West Berkshire Council Consultation Policy stated that reports 

on consultation exercises should be published and distributed in a timely and 
appropriate fashion, typically within 3 months of the close of the exercise and that 
consideration be given to who should receive a copy and the most suitable medium 
for publication.  Members also noted that London Borough of Merton Council 
featured responses to consultations in the feedback section of their ‘My Merton’ 
magazine.  Also on their website was a section entitled ‘We asked, you said, we did’ 
which outlined the results of consultations and actions taken.  The Task and Finish 
Group agreed that feedback on the results of the consultation and the way in which 
they would be used should be provided to respondents in a timely fashion and that 
this requirement should be clearly reflected in the Council’s Consultation Strategy 
and in a consultation toolkit.   

 
2.44 At the meeting of the Task and Finish Group on 30 January 2012 Phiala Mehring, 

Loddon Valley Residents Association expressed the view that transparency in the 
consultation process and the reporting of consultation results was essential.  Many 
people felt that there was little point in responding to consultations because they felt 
that the decision had already been taken and that their opinions did not count.  The 
Task and Finish Group felt that some improvements could be made to the way in 
which feedback was provided and strongly felt that all respondents to consultations 
should be provided with feedback on the results of the consultation, the final 
decision and any changes which had been made as a result of the consultation.  
Feedback should be presented in a variety of ways such as press releases, by 
email or a summary of the results on the Council’s website, as different people 
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accessed information differently.  It was important that the service detailed what 
impact the consultations had had on service delivery or policy in order to 
demonstrate to respondents the value of their participation.   

 
 
Role of Members in the consultation process: 
2.45 The role of Members in the consultation process was examined.  Consultations 

were a means of establishing the views of residents on certain issues.  The Task 
and Finish Group were of the view that Councillors, as both representatives of their 
residents and the Council should be made aware of consultations which affected 
their wards and the borough as a whole at an early stage to ensure that they were 
informed if residents made enquiries regarding a particular consultation.  The Task 
and Finish Group re-iterated that where appropriate Members could be given the 
opportunity to comment on draft consultation documents before they were 
published to ensure that they were understandable and fit for purpose.  In addition, 
they concluded that it was important that the relevant Members were provided with 
sufficient information regarding the consultation results and other factors when they 
came to make the decision which the consultation related to, to assist in the 
decision making process. 

 
2.46 Witnesses put forward the view that the way in which information was delivered via 

answers to Public and Member questions at committee meetings could be 
improved.  It was important that the answer was easy to understand, was not speed 
read or the impression of reading from a script was given.  The Task and Finish 
Group believed that there needed to be a balance between the provision of 
information and ensuring that it was clear and understandable.  

 
 

3.0 Conclusion 
3.1 The Task and Finish Group acknowledged that there were a number of statutory 

and local requirements that the Council was subject to with regards to consultation.  
The Task and Finish Group noted that the Council’s Consultation Strategy was due 
for review and felt that this should be updated to ensure that it was fit for purpose. 

 
3.2 The Task and Finish Group recognised that there were examples of good practice 

and also areas where improvements could be made.  The Task and Finish Group 
recognised that Officers were not required to seek advice from the Consultation 
Service and that services were responsible for their own consultations.  In order to 
ensure that all Council services are producing quality consultation and engagement 
activities and documents that are timely the Task and Finish Group were of the 
opinion that a consultation toolkit and a clear step-by-step guide to the consultation 
process be produced.   

 
3.3 Members noted that a number of different methods of consultation were used 

across the Council.  The Task and Finish Group were concerned that some 
dissatisfaction with the design of some consultations and that some consultation 
information had been considered too lengthy and difficult for non professionals to 
access and to respond.  It was important to ask people about issues which they 
knew about and which either affected them directly or they had an interest in.  They 
felt that consideration should be given to Members of all parties, Residents 
Associations and Town and Parish Councils and user groups being used to pilot 
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consultation material prior to its publication, where considered necessary and 
proportionate.   

 
3.4 The Task and Finish Group also felt that further improvements could be made to the 

way in which consultations were publicised and the results of consultations were fed 
back.  Members agreed that it was important that respondents were able to see that 
their views had been taken into account and how the consultation had affected a 
decision or policy.  It was hoped that this would help to demonstrate that decisions 
had not already been taken prior to the commencement of the consultation and 
increase participation and satisfaction with the consultation process.  

 
 

4.0 Recommendations 
 

4.1 From the written and verbal evidence provided to the Task and Finish Group the 
following were the main findings and the recommendations which were formulated 
as a result.  The Executive are asked to consider the following recommendations. 

 
4.2 That the Council’s Consultation Strategy be updated. 

 
 Reason: To ensure that the Consultation Strategy was up-to-date and reflected the 

current legislative position and the Council’s current vision and priorities.   
 

4.3 That the Consultation Service issue guidance on how and when to consult.  That 
the role of the Consultation Service be strengthened in giving advice.  That a 
consultation toolkit and a step-by-step guide on consultation process for Officers be 
produced.  That consideration be given to the production of a consultation process 
checklist that included all the stages of consultation which could be completed by 
the appropriate service Officer and signed off by the Consultation Service prior to 
the commencement of each consultation. 

 
 Reason: The Task and Finish Group found that Officers were not required to seek 

advice from the Consultation Service and were responsible for their own 
consultation activity.  Members felt that more contact with the Consultation Service 
for advice, should be encouraged to ensure consistency.  Whilst Members felt that 
there were some examples of good practice, they noted that there was sometimes 
inconsistency.  They believed that a step-by-step guide on the consultation process 
should be produced and made available to Officers.  This should include advice and 
guidance on the various stages of the consultation process, such as when and who 
to consult, which was the most appropriate method to use, timescales, statutory 
requirements (where relevant), collation and analysis of results and the feedback of 
the results to the decision makers within the Council and to the participants in the 
consultation.  They asked that if implemented, draft consultation guidance be 
circulated to Members for comment.  Members believed that consideration should 
be given to the production of a process checklist which was signed off by the 
Consultation Service prior to the commencement of the consultation.  In addition the 
Task and Finish Group believed that a consultation toolkit which identified which 
stages should be completed for each type of consultation should be produced and 
made available to Officers.  It was thought that this would help to produce clear, 
consistent, good quality consultation and that in turn this would encourage greater 
engagement.  
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4.4 That Officers undertaking consultations ensure that due process is followed so that 
consultations are not rushed.  

 
 Reason: It is important that sufficient time is given to conduct the consultation and 

the subsequent analysis and feedback of the results to ensure that the consultation 
is high quality.   

 
4.5 That publicity for consultations be improved, including how they are presented on 

the Council’s website.  That where proportionate, consideration be given to listing 
planned, current and completed consultations on a single web page and for each 
consultation providing a link to individual responses or a Statement of Consultation, 
a summary of responses, an action plan and in due course the outcome of the 
consultation.  

 
 Reason: To ensure that relevant groups were made aware of consultations to 

encourage greater participation in the consultation process.  
 

4.6 That In the case of consultations which Officers anticipated would potentially have 
large budget implications, would be contentious or affected a large group of people, 
use Members of all parties, Town and Parish Councils and Residents Associations 
to pilot consultation materials. 

 
 Reason: To ensure that consultation information was easy for potential respondents 

to understand and respond to and was fit for local needs.  
 

4.7 Ensure that the information and questions in consultations are easy to understand 
and to respond to. 

 
 Reason: To ensure that potential respondents were not discouraged from 

responding by overly complex information.  
 
 4.8 That consultation information clearly states how views expressed will be used.  
 

 Reason: The Task and Finish Group noted that people were less inclined to 
respond to consultations if they felt that the decision had already been taken prior to 
the consultation and that their opinions were not taken into account.  
Consequentially, the Task and Finish Group agreed that it was vital that 
consultation information make clear how respondents’ views would be used, so as 
to encourage further participation.   

 
4.9 That the views expressed by consultation respondents and the Council’s responses 

are published so that it is clear to respondents that they are being listened to.  That 
feedback to the consultation states how things have changed as a result of the 
consultation so that everyone is clear on the impact.  

 
 Reason: It is fundamental that feedback clearly demonstrates how views have been 

taken into account and any changes which would occur as a result of the 
consultation, so as to demonstrate the value of participation in the consultation 
process.  
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4.10 That the conduct and result of consultations be briefly reviewed once the 
consultation was completed.  That views be sought on the Council’s consultation 
process and any further improvements which could be made.  

 
 Reason: To learn from previous examples of consultations and to identify any 

further areas of improvements. 
 

4.11 That the Corporate Services Overview and Scrutiny Panel consider the 
implementation of any agreed recommendations after a period of approximately 16 
months (June 2013). 

 
 Reason: To obtain assurance that agreed recommendations are implemented. 
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APPENDIX A 
 

OVERVIEW AND SCRUTINY REVIEW 
 

TERMS OF REFERENCE 
 

CONSULTATION PROCESS 
 
Purpose of Review: 
 

1. To review public responses to recent Council consultations, including how they 
were assessed and their impact on the Council’s decision-making, in order to 
understand the effectiveness of the current consultation process and 
recommend any amendments to the process as appropriate. 
 

 
Key Objectives: 
 

1. To establish why the Council undertakes consultation and to understand the 
statutory and local requirements the Council is subject to with regards to 
consultation.  
 

2. To research common consultation methods used by the Council and to 
determine whether any improvements can be made.  
 

3. To establish how the Council interprets and analyses consultation results. 
 

4. To consider how the outcomes of consultation are used to inform decisions 
and policy. 
 

 
Scope of the work: 
 

1. To review and to understand the statutory and local requirements the Council 
is subject to with regards to consultation.  
 

2. To review the consultation design, assessing whether respondents are fully 
able to give their views or being asked to respond to questions which do not 
offer respondents sufficient opportunities to express their position. 
 

3. To establish how consultation responses are assessed and to understand how 
value judgements are applied by officers in deciding whether responses are 
relevant or not or if they should be rejected. To examine how consultation 
responses are publicised, both before and after aggregation. 
 

4. To consider the predicted benefits of consultation against the anticipated costs 
and whether the cost effectiveness of the process could be improved.  
 
The proportionality of the process should also be appraised; the resources 
needed to consult appropriately given the issue under discussion. The extent 
to which engagement should be proportionate to the significance of the issue – 
both to the Council and to local people – and to the benefits to be gained from 
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involvement will also be discussed. 
 

5. To evaluate the reporting of the feedback and if the impact of public comments 
can be demonstrated in the process.  
 

6. Ascertain what other local authorities are doing and look at examples of best 
practice. 
 

7. To report back to the Executive on the findings of the review and any 
recommendations. 
 

 
BACKGROUND: 
 

Councillor Singleton reported some perceived dissatisfaction with the consultation 
process. Firstly, the consultation questions were queried, in particular whether they 
offered respondents an opportunity to offer their personal viewpoints. The issue of 
closed questions, which did not allow respondents to offer more varied responses or 
justify their views, was also raised. Secondly, the manner in which the Council 
appraised responses, and the transparency of that process, was questioned. 
Councillor Armstrong suggested that the Council’s consultation process be reviewed 
at the Overview and Scrutiny Management Committee on 26 July 2010. Councillor 
Armstrong raised concerns over the consultation process for social care charges; 
given the overlap between these areas, it was decided to combine these as one 
review. On 26 July 2010 the Overview and Scrutiny Management Committee referred 
the matter to the Corporate Services Overview and Scrutiny Panel.  

 
INFORMATION GATHERING: 
 
Potential Witnesses 
 

Name Organisation/Position Reason for Inviting 

Mark Redfearn  WBC Policy Manager - Responsible 
for consultation team 
 

Sarah Barrow WBC Head of Customer Services & 
Administration 

 
Matt Davey 
Mike Wooldridge 
Steve Richardson 
Cris Lancaster 
 
 

WBC Officers who have recently 
used the Council’s consultation 
process 

Chairs of Residents 
Associations  

  

Representatives 
from Neighbourhood 
Action Groups 

Neighbourhood Action 
Groups 

Consultees 

Representatives 
from other best 
practice authorities 

 To ascertain what other local 
authorities are doing regarding 
consultation 
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Information to be obtained from 
 

Organisation Information to be Requested 

National Guidance  Eg: Strengthening Local Democracy consultation 

 Information relating to the Localism Bill 

 
 
TIMESCALE 
 
Starting: January 2011 Ending: April 2011 
 
Referred by the Management Committee to:   Corporate Services Overview 
         and Scrutiny Panel  
 
Terms of Reference agreed by:  
     
 
Members involved in 
the review:  Parry Batth 

Chris Bowring 
      Michael Firmager 
      Norman Jorgensen 
      Jenny Lissaman 
      Ken Miall 

Chris Singleton 
 
Panel Lead Member:      Norman Jorgensen 
 
Executive Member:  David Lee/Liz Siggery 
 
Reporting Lines:     Executive 
      


