
CONSULTATION SCRUTINY TASK GROUP

FINAL REPORT

1. Introduction

1.1 In May 2016 Full Council Resolved

This Council recognises that consultations are a vital tool in order to gauge 
public opinion, and subsequently shape policy development.

This Council notes that whilst consultations are taken seriously by the County 
Council often response rates are low.
This Council notes that its consultation protocol will be reviewed during the 
Summer 2016 and resolves to create a cross-party task group to help shape 
the County Council’s consultation policies and practices. Any 
recommendations will be presented to the Overview and Scrutiny 
Management Committee.

1.2 A task group was set up aiming to look at the County Council’s current 
consultation policies and practices, and to help shape the review of the 
consultation protocols. The group looked to identify areas of good practice 
and provide constructive challenges to existing processes. Ultimately 
members were keen to understand what equated to a successful consultation 
and what could be done to increase response rates.

1.3 Membership of the task group: Councillors Phil Awford, Joe Harris, Barry 
Kirby (Chair), Shaun Parsons, Lesley Williams

1.4 The task group met with a representative from the Consultation Institute to 
understand what good consultation looked like and to be informed about what 
factors had to be considered when going out to consult. In addition the group 
worked closely with the Communications Team during the process of drafting 
the new protocol.

1.5 Members understood that Gloucestershire County Council was one of the first 
councils that the Constitution Institute was aware of who were scrutinising 
what they wanted to achieve from consultation and they commended 
members for their approach. Consultation is an excellent tool when used in 
the right way and it is important that members fully understand its role.



2 Understanding Consultation

2.1 What is consultation?

Consultation is the process of ensuring that before making a decision, that the 
decision maker is as informed as possible.  

Public perception can be that consultation is a referendum that binds the 
decision maker to the preferred option of the public, or that it is a tick box 
exercise that doesn’t have any influence.

The questions that are used in a consultation are a big indicator of what you 
want to achieve. There is a danger that if you provide options, that people 
then feel that they are voting. As the decision maker, you are looking to 
understand the positives and weakness of each proposal and should not feel 
that you are ‘hostage’ to the public expecting you to make a decision based 
on what most people have voted for.

Different Acts of Parliament specify that you have to consult the public. 
Guidance is issued to try to clarify that alongside judgements from court 
cases.

Members were informed about the Gunning Principles which developed 
following a landmark legal case in 1985 and are now applicable to all public 
consultations that take place in the UK. These principles include public bodies 
having an open mind during the consultation, the need to obtain enough 
information to make an intelligent choice, adequate time for consideration and 
response and being able to prove that decision makers have conscientiously 
taking the responses into account.

2.2 What is pre-consultation?

At the pre-consultation stage there is an opportunity to engage some 
stakeholders early in the process in order to identify potential issues and 
unintended consequences as well as to understand what level of 
communications is appropriate and the methods that should be followed. At 
this stage it is important to be careful with regards to the terminology being 
used so that engagement is not misinterpreted as the formal consultation 
process. This pre-consultation can also be where option development takes 
place. 

2.3 What is a consultation protocol?

A consultation protocol outlines the shape of the consultation. Gloucestershire 
County Council has a protocol that is in the process of being reviewed. This 



looks to ensure consistent planning and implementation of consultation 
activity across all parts of the council. 

The Council needs a protocol to ensure we make safe and legal decisions, 
that we promote transparency and that we provide a framework for 
stakeholder participation in the councils decision and policy making process.

2.4 Participation

Members understand that UK average participation across all consultations is 
0.89%. In Gloucestershire, based on twenty four public consultations since 
2014, response rates vary. By way of example, the number of responses to 
consultation on the council’s budget has increased year on year from 132 
responses in 15/16 and 206 responses in 15/16 to 945 responses in 16/17. 

Suggestions for this increase include increased use of social media and the 
public responding to the question on whether to take the social care levy 
which was an issue that resonated with people.

Gloucestershire County Council directly targets parish and town councils, key 
stakeholders and partners with 4,000 people also signed up to the 
consultation portal. People tend to engage when they feel directly impacted by 
something. 

It is important that when consulting that the number of responses is 
significantly significant, otherwise additional efforts would need to be taken to 
engage with a greater number of people. 

The Council has a citizen’s panel of around 2,200 residents from across 
Gloucestershire (called the People’s panel) who have signed up to receive 
regular information about our upcoming consultations. 

3. Identifying good practice

3.1 Social Media

As technology continues to develop and becomes an increasing part of 
everyday life, we can take advantage to find new ways to reach people. The 
immediacy of social media interactions and more casual nature of 
correspondence can help encourage a response. The Communications Team 
already uses social media to promote consultations. 

Members understand that there is no assigned budget within the 
communication team for social media advertising for consultations.

A) The task group recommends that there is a budget made available to 



ensure that social media advertising is an integral part of our approach 
to consultation.

Members note that the Constitution Institute provides training around the use 
of social media specifically to encourage participation and that this is being 
explored by the Communication Team.

3.2 The impact of consultation

It is important that there is recognition around the importance of consultation 
to decision makers. The Consultation Team are regularly evaluating and 
reviewing what has worked well and what hasn’t and the new protocol aims to 
strengthen this by ensuring that data is available on which demographics are 
being reached and which are not. During consultation periods there is a mid 
term review where consideration is given to response rates and identification 
of which groups have not responded. This gives an opportunity to fine tune 
the methods being used. This does not relate to the content of the 
submissions received and is strictly an opportunity to ensure all targeted 
demographics have had an opportunity to respond. Any attempt to alter the 
consultation in response to the content of submissions would introduce bias 
and skew results. 

The People’s Panel receive a newsletter which updates them on the outcome 
of consultations and allows them to recognise what has changed as a result of 
the consultation process. This would be a useful document for members to 
see in order to ensure that they are kept up to date with recent consultations 
and the importance of the consultation process. 

B)The task group recommends that the newsletter showing the impact 
of consultation on decisions and policy which goes to the People’s 
Panel is to be shared with Members through Members Matter.

4 Developing the Consultation Protocol

4.1 Our commitment

The task group members considered the current draft consultation protocol 
which looks to build on the 2013 protocol and update it to reflect the 
commissioning role of the council and the relationship it has with partners. 

The protocol will link to council policy; follow the Gunning Principles and 
principles of the Consultation Institute and Charter as well as Government 
Guidance. 

Members have asked that the protocol is a public document published on the 
Council website to ensure we are fully transparent and to alleviate any 



misconceptions around how we carry out consultation. 

C) The task group recommends that there is a commitment to make the 
Consultation Protocol a public document available on the web site.

By making this a public document, it helps convey the importance of 
consultation and the fact that the council values people’s opinions. This 
should be reflected in the foreword.

D) The task group recommends that the protocol is explicit about how 
much the council values people’s opinions and wants to hear from 
them.

Recognising the importance of the protocol to the way in which the Council 
makes decisions, members suggested that the foreword  should be from all 
group leaders and the Chief Executive.  
E) The task group recommends that the Consultation Protocol foreword 
is signed off Group Leaders and the Chief Executive to demonstrate the 
importance of the document to the council.

4.2 Ongoing dialogue

Service users are in contact with the council throughout the year and not just 
during consultation periods. This can take the form of compliments or 
complaints or even more informal discussion and feedback. This 
understanding of our service users and the understanding we have of our 
communities should help shape and inform the options and policies which we 
then go out to consult on.

The Consultation Protocol should be explicit in identifying regular engagement 
as a vital part of the way in which the Council works. 

F) The task group recommends that the protocol outlines the 
importance of regular engagement and an open dialogue with service 
users that can help inform options as part of the pre-consultation 
process.

Gloucestershire County Council collates a significant amount of data to help 
inform us about our communities. Members are aware of the MAIDEN system 
(Multi-Agency Information Database for Neighbourhoods), as well as the Joint 
Strategic Needs Analysis, as well as other analyses produced by the Strategic 
Needs Analysis Team. This comes under ‘Inform Gloucestershire’ and forms 
the basis of our understanding about the people of Gloucestershire, but it 
needs to be supplemented by the opinions and views that residents express 



to us. For each decision the Council makes, a Due Regard Statement is 
produced which gather data about service users and the general population. 

G) The task group recommends that the protocol refers to Inform 
Gloucestershire (which includes MAIDEN, JSNA and other intelligence) 
as tools used to develop policy

4.3 The Consultation process

The task group welcomed the revisions to the process amalgamating stages 
so that it is streamlined and easily understandable. The new protocol will 
strengthen the pre-consultation stage and be explicit in why it is important.

Members understand the risk assessment that is carried out during the 
process to identify whether what is being consulted on is a substantial or 
controversial issue (which is categorised as a Level 1) or whether there are 
issues that have the potential to turn difficult (Level 2.  The least controversial 
consultations are categorised as Level 3. Consultation Plans at Level 1 are 
shared with Cabinet Members and Directors, whereas those at lower levels do 
not always go through that process.

The task group considered the importance of members being involved in the 
process at an earlier stage and noted that the budget consultation, which was 
of great interest to all members, would be classified as a Level 2. Members 
suggested that sharing consultation plans for consultations assessed at Level 
2 or above with cabinet members and ‘shadows’ would be helpful in ensuring 
member engagement and a greater understanding.

H) The task group recommends that consultation plans risk assessed at 
a ‘level 2’ be shared with cabinet members and shadows.

5. Conclusion

The task group welcomed the opportunity to better understand the way in 
which the council undertakes consultation and recognises the commitment 
from officers to provide support to all areas of the councils where decisions 
are being made and policy is formulated.

Members supported the development of the new consultation protocol and 
were able to feed their comments and recommendations into it at an early 
stage to help shape it into a document that the Council can be proud of.

Having made recommendations, members look forward to seeing this 
reflected in the final version of the protocol and anticipate continual   
development of this important process going forward.



6. Summary of recommendations

The task group recommends: 

A. That there is a budget made available to ensure that social media is an 
integral part of our approach to consultation.

B. That the newsletter showing the impact of consultation on decisions and 
policy which goes to the People’s Panel is to be shared with Members through 
Members Matter

C. That there is a commitment to make the Consultation Protocol a public 
document available on the web site.

D. That the protocol is explicit about how much the council values people’s 
opinions and wants to hear from them.

E. That the Consultation Protocol foreword is signed off Group Leaders and the 
Chief Executive to demonstrate the importance of the document to the 
council.

F. That the protocol outlines the importance of regular engagement and an open 
dialogue with service users that can help inform options as part of the pre-
consultation process.

G. That the protocol refers to Inform Gloucestershire (which includes MAIDEN, 
JSNA and other intelligence) as tools used to develop policy

H. That consultation plans risk assessed at a ‘level 2’ be shared with cabinet 
members and shadows.


