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The Compact in Suffolk Code of Good Practice: 

Consultation
Developing a better working relationship between public sector agencies and the voluntary & community organisations in Suffolk

Version 1.2 October 2006
The Compact in Suffolk Code of Good Practice: Consultation
This Code was written by the Compact in Suffolk Steering Group in consultation with a wide range of voluntary and community organisations and public sector agencies.  It is one of 5 Codes of Good Practice that underpin the Compact in Suffolk.  Its creation springs from a shared desire to work better together, to further mutual understanding and to build trust and confidence in the principles of consultation and the consultation process.  In signing up to this Code, the public sector agencies and voluntary and community sector organisations agree to implement and/or work towards the key principles set out.
1.
Aims

This Code of Good Practice aims to support public sector agencies and voluntary and community organisations to consult and be consulted more effectively.

Feedback from the consultation process for the development of this Code, strongly suggested that it be split into two parts:

· Communication

· Formal Consultation

The Code attempts to outline agreed good practice in communication and formal consultation procedures for both sectors.   It provides a framework for public sector agencies and the voluntary and community sector within Suffolk to consult and appraise their policies in partnership working, to promote best practice and ensure the sector can make an effective contribution to the development and implementation of policy.  
2.
Why communicate?

Effective communication builds trust and partnerships, saves money, encourages exchange of information and leads to a better understanding of needs.

The voluntary and community sector is diverse and encompasses small groups of volunteers through to large charities with paid staff.  Voluntary and community orgnaistions often have a high level of experience and expertise in their area of work and are able to communicate directly with their members and service users.  They are therefore in an excellent position to give informed feedback to public sector agencies in both working practices and formal consultation exercises.  

The voluntary and community sector is also required to communicate at a variety of levels, with public sector partners, with other organisations in the sector and within the community. 

3. Why consult?

The Consultation Institute
 defines ‘consultation’ as ‘the dynamic process of dialogue between individuals or groups, based on a genuine exchange of views, and normally with the objective of influencing decisions, policies or programmes of action.’

Public sector agencies often need to undertake formal consultation with those affected by their policies.  This is necessary to ensure a wide range of experience informs policy development and to take into account the impact of proposals on different sectors of society. It is important to note that community groups and voluntary sector organisations can be very different from each other.  Effective consultation is not easy to achieve and if not handled well can be a source of contention between organisations.

4. Key Principles

The Code outlines several guiding principles for achieving effective consultation and makes recommendations for good practice under these headings:

4.1 Planning and consultation should start early, right from the policy design stage.

4.2 There should be clarity about what areas are open to change, and any potential impact on the voluntary and community sector.

4.3 Information should reach those most affected and public sector agencies should work with the voluntary and community sector to reach them.

4.4 Maximum participation should be encouraged through accessible and varied consultation methods.

4.5 Written materials should be clear and available through a variety of formats and languages wherever possible and appropriate.

4.6 Consultations should be announced in advance to maximise opportunities for responding: and sufficient time allowed for responses. A written consultation time of at least twelve weeks is best practice.

4.7 All feedback should be analysed and communicated and promoted widely.

5.
Good Practice Guidelines for Formal Consultation

Principle 4.1 

Planning and consultation should start early, right from the policy design stage.

4.1.1

The voluntary and community sector should be consulted on major issues and policy changes that are likely to affect it.  Consultation with the sector should be automatically considered during the planning process for all new policy that impacts on the sector at the earliest possible opportunity.  Involving the voluntary and community sector at the first stage of formulation, even before planning a consultation is advantageous.

4.1.2

Before any consultation is carried out, the need for the consultation should be carefully considered.  Care should be taken to avoid any duplication in local consultation and a joined up approach is required.  Where possible consultations should be staggered to avoid ‘consultation overload’, this is particularly important with small voluntary and community groups or marginalised organisations that are frequently targeted for consultation. 
 
4.1.3 

It should be noted that some of the information exchanged during consultation exercises may be of a confidential nature.  All confidentiality must be fully respected and practices adhere to the Data Protection Act.  Public sector agencies are required under the Freedom of Information Act to provide details (should a request be made) on what the consultation is on, who has been consulted and what the expected outcomes of the consultation are. These requests can only be refused in exceptional circumstances.  

Personal data collected during consultation is likely to be names, addresses, ethnic origin etc. from which an individual can be identified.  This identifying information is covered under the Data Protection Act and two clear principles should be followed when collecting this type of information:

· Transparency – consultees should have a clear idea of the purpose for which the data will be used, how it should be used and for how long it will be kept.

· Consent – consultees should give their consent before any consultation is carried out and should have the chance to opt out of any subsequent uses of the data.

Principle 4.2 

There should be clarity about what areas are open to change, and any potential impact on the voluntary and community sector.

4.2.1

Consultation should be carried out with a view to the results influencing outcomes.  It should be made clear from the outset whether there is a preset agenda and what the impact of consultation responses will have.  In a true consultation, all relevant views received should be considered and there should be no preset agenda. Consulting organisations should be willing to change policies and plans on the strength of responses received and show that the process has been open and transparent throughout. If this is not the case, it should be questioned whether the term ‘consultation’ be used. 

Principle 4.3

Information should reach those most affected and public sector agencies should work with the voluntary and community sector to reach them.
4.3.1

Groups or organisations asked to contribute to consultation exercises should be selected with thought.  Much time is wasted and goodwill eroded by inappropriate requests for comment.  It is not acceptable to send a single consultation document to an infrastructure group and then conclude that the voluntary sector has been consulted.  Considerable time and expense is involved in distributing such documents and obtaining feedback and such exercises can only be carried out if prior agreement has been reached.  Sufficient time should be planned into the consultation process to ensure that organisations can participate fully.

4.3.2

It should be borne in mind that consultation with voluntary organisations and community groups is only one element of public consultation. The voluntary and community sector is able to speak for certain groups in society but it is rarely in a position to speak for, or represent, all groups or to give the opinion of the ‘general public’
  Thorough research should be undertaken regarding which groups should be involved in consultation.

4.3.3

When agreeing to carry out a consultation exercise, voluntary and community organisations should be aware of their responsibilities in ensuring opinions expressed are accurately reflected and are reported back.  It should be made clear in the consultation guidelines what views are required and the responses should clearly indicate in which context a voluntary organisation or community group is responding.  Examples include:

· as an individual, 

· as a service providing organisation,  

· on the basis of their accumulated experience of working with service users and/or other voluntary and community groups, or
· as the mouthpiece for service members and users who have been directly consulted.

Principle 4.4

Maximum participation should be encouraged through accessible and varied consultation methods.
4.4.1

Care should be taken that the same groups are not overly consulted whilst others are not consulted at all.  Public sector agencies should work with infrastructure groups and forums and seek advice on those organisations to be consulted. 

4.4.2

For some issues there may be only one or two groups with relevant knowledge, presenting the possibility that they may become overloaded.  In such cases it may be necessary to discuss the timing of the consultation with the groups themselves. 

4.4.3

Where groups are under-represented, extra effort should be made to obtain opinions, using techniques that are appropriate for engagement.
  Some individuals and organisations require support to be involved as equals.  This could be financially, by reimbursing expenses and having a consistent policy for paying people for their time.  

4.4.4

Where voluntary groups are being asked to respond to consultations, consideration should always be given to compensating them for expenses incurred in the process.  This can be as simple as issuing a pre-paid envelope to return the questionnaire or offering to reimbursing travel expenses and backfill time.

Principle 4.5

Written materials should be clear and available through a variety of formats and languages wherever possible and appropriate.

4.5.1

There are many different types of consultation and the selection of the relevant one is important.  Consultation documents should be clear, concise and written in plain English (or translated to an appropriate language).  They should include information about the scope and remit of the consultation and how the consultation responses will be used.  It is recommended that documents also include a named contact who is available throughout the consultation period to answer any queries.

Principle 4.6

Consultations should be announced in advance to maximise opportunities for responding: and sufficient time allowed for responses. A written consultation time of at least twelve weeks is best practice.
4.6.1

The length of time groups and organisations are given to respond should be carefully considered.  Many voluntary orgnaistions and community groups have voluntary trustee boards that meet on a monthly or even quarterly basis.  The Board will need to consider the method of response to the consultation and the best way of consulting membership or service users.  Many voluntary organisations and community groups do not operate on a full time daily basis.  Members and or service users also need to find voluntary time to read through proposals and respond.  If the consultation has been sent to an infrastructure group then another layer of distribution and consideration time needs to be added.   For these reasons a written consultation response time of at least twelve weeks is required. 

4.6.2

Lack of response to a consultation can be wrongly interpreted as meaning that the organisation has no opinions it wishes to express.  Therefore, if it has not been possible to respond to a consultation adequately, whether through lack of time or other resources, voluntary organisations and community groups should ensure the consulting organisation is aware of this fact.  It is recommended that this be factored into consultation documents or the covering letter, allowing organisations to return the consultation unanswered but with an indication that they had not been able to give a response for whatever reason.  

Principle 4.7

All feedback should be analysed and communicated and promoted widely.

4.7.1
Feedback should be made available to all organisations and groups who have responded and should include a summary of responses, decisions reached and outcomes that have been taken as a result of their involvement.  This should be published and distributed in different ways.  The report should be clear on the method of consultation, including timescales, the number of groups or individuals consulted and the questions asked.  The report should also clearly indicate the methods used to analyse the data collected, who carried out the analysis and evidence why the end result had been reached.

4.7.2

Any consultation should be subjected to an evaluation or scrutiny to make sure it was effective and relevant.  

5. The Consultation Process

Any consultation, regardless of the way in which it is carried out should be well planned to ensure it is not unnecessarily repetitive and that those responding are kept informed of the outcomes.  Be sure of the objectives of the consultation; are they SMART (Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Realistic, Time-bound)? 

There are a number of websites and documents that can give advice and information when putting together a consultation.  Suffolk County Council have developed a consultation policy termed ‘Nothing About You Without You’, which sets out the Council’s policy for their staff to undertake consultation.  This was written in a Compact way using the principles within this Code.  Copies can be downloaded from their website:

 www.suffolkcc.gov.uk/socialcare/adults/documents/nothingaboutyou.pdf 
Other relevant links and further information can be found from:

National Consultation with Carers – Good Practice Guide

www.carers.org/barclays/Consultation.pdf

Suffolk County Council: Aspiring to Inclusion:

www.suffolkcc.gov.uk/policy/diversity/aspiring/

The Guide to Effective Participation by David Wilcox (1994). 

For further information, please refer to www.partnerships.org.uk/guide/index.htm

Cabinet Office Code of Practice on Consultation:

www.cabinetoffice.gov.uk/regulation/consultationguidance/content/
introduction/index.asp

Using Surveys for Consultations, LARIA

www.laria.gov.uk/content/articles/using_surveys_final.pdf

Listening to Learn

www.dfes.gov.uk/listeningtolearn/downloads/LearningtoListen-

CorePrinciples.pdf

Every Child Matters

www.everychildmatters.gov.uk/participation/

The Consultation Institute

http://www.consultationinstitute.org
Annex

Checklist for good practice around communication:

· Adopt a policy to allow public access to all minutes, papers and briefings that are not of a confidential nature.

· Ensure that minutes, papers and briefings are distributed to key representatives within partner organisations.

· Ensure papers are up-loaded in a timely manner onto websites.

· Avoid using acronyms and jargon. Not everyone will know what they all mean.  

· If jargon or acronyms must be used, provide a glossary of terms.

· Produce an Executive Summary for large reports highlighting the key issues and points.

· Ensure that internal communication links are in place within your organisation.

· Update key contact details for external channels of communication on a regular basis.

· When using external channels of communication, ensure that it is clear how widely papers and documentation should be disseminated; otherwise key documents run the risk of getting ‘lodged’ in one organisation or with one member of staff etc.

· Find out how other organisations and key representatives like to be communicated with, not everyone has email and access to a computer.

· Speak to peers and other key people working in the same area outside your organisation before starting a major piece of work or policy change to get their input first.

· Spend some time researching before undertaking a piece of work to see whether anything similar has already been carried out and thus avoid duplication.

· Share good practice and innovations around communication with partners.

Good communication saves time, money, resources and leads to more harmonious and productive relationships when working with partners.

� A checklist for good practice around communication is included in the annex.


� www.consultationinstitute.org


� Refer to The Compact in Suffolk Codes of Good Practice: BME & Diversity and Community Groups


� Refer to Compact on in Suffolk Code of Good Practice: Community Groups


� Refer to The Compact in Suffolk Code of Good Practice: BME and Diversity
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