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What is consultation? 

In Gateshead, we have always believed in asking people 

what they think about the issues and services that affect 

their lives. The Council regularly consults residents and 

other stakeholders to seek their views on proposed changes 

to council services, plans, policies and other important 

issues. Our consultations have a specific start and end date 

and help to inform decisions that the council makes. 
 

As well as consulting on specific issues, we work in 

partnership to carry out longer term engagement. This 

involves working closely with communities to ensure that they are empowered, supported 

and developed to be involved in decisions that affect their lives. 

The Council’s Consultation Principles 

When the council consults with residents and other stakeholders we will, whenever possible: 
 

• Make it clear what the consultation is about and why we are seeking  views 

• Choose the most appropriate method(s) of consultation for the intended audience 

• Raise awareness of consultations in the most effective way, make it as easy as possible to 

take part and ensure that we provide enough time and information for people to give 

their views 

• Consult at a time when proposals are still at a formative stage so views can be listened to 

and considered before making decisions  

• Carefully analyse consultation responses so that results are accurate and reliable 

• Publish consultation results and provide feedback on any decisions taken or next steps 

• Monitor and evaluate the effectiveness of our consultations so that we can continue to 

improve 

• Work in a co-ordinated and joined up way within the council and with our partners to 

ensure that consultations are carried out in the best way possible 

What are the aims of this toolkit?   

• To ensure that we meet any statutory obligations when consulting with people 

• We adhere to our consultation principles  

• Officers have the necessary guidance and tools to undertake consultation effectively and 

efficiently 

• The quality of any consultation is of a high standard 

• We have a consistent, co-ordinated and joined-up approach to consultation across the 

council and with our partners

What is consultation? 

The Consultation Institute defines 

consultation as: 

“The dynamic process of dialogue 

between individuals or groups, 

based upon a genuine exchange of 

views, with the objective of 

influencing decisions, policies or 

programmes of action.” 
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The council’s consultation process at a glance 

 

 Agree why you need to consult and who needs to approve it (Pg 5) 

 
 Decide who you need to consult with (Pg 6) 

  
 Research previous and planned consultations (Pg 7) 

 
 Decide when and for how long you need to consult (Pg 8) 

 
 Decide what consultation method(s) to use (Pg 8) 

 
 Develop a consultation and communications plan (Pg 11) 

 
 Design your consultation and start to consult (Pg 11) 

 
 Analyse, interpret and report results (Pg 13) 

 
 Provide feedback (Pg 14) 

 
 Evaluate the success of your consultation (Pg 15) 
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The council’s consultation process step by step – before the consultation 

 

Agree why you need to consult and who needs to approve it

 

Be clear about why you are consulting and what you want to know.  Are you consulting to .. 

� Inform a policy, plan or scheme 

� Fulfil a statutory requirement 

� Identify issues or priorities 

� Measure satisfaction 

� Prioritise future spending 

� Get opinions on proposals 

� Shape how the service is delivered 

� Some other reason 

 

Aims and objectives  

Once you have agreed why you are consulting, it is important to make a list of the main aims 

and objectives of your consultation which should include what you need to find out.  This list 

will help you when you are designing your consultation questions later in the process.  Use the 

consultation and communications plan summary to make a record of your aims and objectives 

and share this with other colleagues so that everyone is clear about what you are trying to 

achieve.   

Approval  

Now that you are clear about why you want to consult, you need to ensure that you have the 

necessary approval to do so.  Depending on what your consultation is about you may need to 

seek approval from your Line Manager, Head of Service or Group Director.  If necessary, you 

should seek advice from the legal representative for your department.  You may also need to 

seek approval to consult from a relevant group, board or council meeting. Gaining approval 

may include: 

• A report to your Group Management Team, SMG, Strategy Group, Cabinet, Full Council, 

Partnership Boards or Committees 

• Preparing a Members Briefing, Seminar and/or MP Briefings 

• Informing the portfolio holder 

• Raising awareness with employees through Council Info or Employee Briefings  

Key Messages 

You need to think about what has 

been decided already and what is 

open to change or influence.  Only 

consult people if they can have an 

impact on what you are 

consulting on. You will need to 

provide feedback to the people 

who took part, including how 

their views have informed or 

influenced decisions and if not, 

why not. 

1 

Stage 
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To help you decide who needs to approve the consultation, you should consider: 

• The significance and importance of your consultation to the council and residents 

• Whether your consultation is statutory  

• What the outcome of your consultation might be and whether it could have an impact 

on funding, policies, strategies or strategic plans. 

 

If you do need seek approval, you should include details of who this is from in your 

consultation and communications plan when you develop it in stage 6. 
 

Future Consultations Calendar 

To identify opportunities for joint working and to reduce duplication/consultation fatigue, a 

future consultations calendar is being developed.  Please contact the Chief Executive’s 

Department on 0191 4333221 or 4332046 at the earliest possible stage so that your 

consultation can be added to the calendar and made available for other officers and partners 

to view.

 

Decide who you need to consult with 

 

Think carefully about who might be affected by or 

interested in your consultation by considering: 

• Who is directly affected by the decision? 

• Who is indirectly affected by the decision? 

• Who is potentially affected by the decision? 

• Whose help is needed to make the decision 

work? 

• Who knows about the subject? 

• Who will have an interest in your consultation? 

• Who has been involved in any previous 

consultations? 
 

You can’t involve everyone with everything. 

Involvement should be proportionate to the 

significance of the issue and the benefits to be 

2 

Stage 

Key Messages 

 

Different sections of the community 

may have different needs and it is 

important that we understand these 

when reviewing/developing services.  

If you are developing or reviewing a 

strategy, policy, function, service or 

allocation of resources, a 

Comprehensive Impact Assessment 

(CIA) should be undertaken. For 

further advice contact the Policy & 

Improvement team on 0191 4332058   

Contact Nitin Shukla on 0191 4332041 

for further advice and guidance on 

involving diverse groups.  

You can read more about the 

council’s commitment to equality and 

diversity on the council’s website. 
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gained. Do whatever you feel an objective observer would think reasonable and appropriate. 

Use the checklist below to help you decide who you will consult.

� Residents 

� Councillors 

� Service users 

� Non service users 

� Visitors 

� Black and Minority Ethnic Groups 

� Businesses 

� Children and Young People 

� Community Groups 

� Council Employees 

� Council tenants 

� Faith groups 

� Gay, Lesbian, bisexual or transgender 

community 

 

� Gender – men only 

� Gender – women only 

� Landlords 

� Older people 

� Parents 

� Partner organisations 

� People with disabilities 

� Schools 

� Special interest group 

� Viewpoint (Citizens Panel) 

� Voluntary Groups 

� Volunteers 

� Carers 

� Others

Keep a list of who you are going to consult and why, and ask someone else to review it. Identify 

who can help you to reach those groups. You will find details of a number of community groups 

at www.gateshead.gov.uk/consultations on the ‘Get Involved’ page. 

 

 

Research previous and planned consultations 
 

Use the consultation portal to review current and past 

consultations at www.gateshead.gov.uk/consultations. It is 

also useful to find out what future consultations are planned 

across the council and our partners. A future consultations 

calendar is being developed to help to better coordinate 

consultation activity. 

 

 

 

Key Message 

Ensure that the information you 

need does not already exist. Avoid 

duplication/consultation fatigue 

and look for opportunities for joint 

working which may lead to 

efficiency savings and better co-

ordination. 

3 

Stage 
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Decide when and for how long you need to consult 

 

You need to think about: 

• Any statutory requirements - when to consult and for how long may be pre-determined. 

• If your consultation is not statutory then the length of time you consult should be 

determined by the nature and complexity of the consultation as well as the method 

used. It should be proportionate and realistic so that there is sufficient time to get 

involved.  Refer to current government advice and guidance by going to 

www.gov.uk/government/publications/consultation-principles-guidance 

• The right time to consult so that your findings can be used to inform decisions. 

• Consultation fatigue - if particular individuals/groups have been consulted on a similar 

(or separate) issue recently, you may want to consider delaying your consultation.   

• How long it will take to plan your consultation - preparing materials, booking rooms. 

• How long it will take to analyse your results.   

• The deadlines you have to meet e.g. to submit a funding application or seek Cabinet 

approval. 

• Communicating/publicising your consultation - If you are going to advertise your 

consultation in a particular publication you may have a deadline to meet.  

 

Decide what consultation method(s) to use 
 

Consultations are increasingly being conducted online through the Council’s consultation 

portal, which is accessible 24x7.  One of the benefits of the portal is that it helps keep costs to 

a minimum. However, you may need to use a variety of consultation methods (see table on 

next page) to ensure that you are providing the best opportunity for people to take part. A key 

consideration when deciding which consultation method to use is to select the method(s) 

which will get the best response from those you have decided to consult. You should consider: 

• What do you need to know and what type of information are you seeking?  

• Who do you need to hear from and what’s the best way to contact/consult them? 

• How complex is the issue? 

• How involved are people prepared to be, what is your timescale and budget? 

4 

Stage 

5 

Stage 
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Consultation Methods

Method Advantages/Disadvantages 
Focus Group 

Allows for an in depth discussion on a specific 

issue or topic. Face to face focus groups 

would typically involve a small group of 

people (maximum of 15) and last up to a 

couple of hours. Online focus groups enable 

live discussion in a ‘chat room’ environment. 

Often members of the council’s citizens panel 

‘Viewpoint’ are invited to focus groups as 

they have asked to be involved in 

consultations. 

Can help you to explore issues, priorities, opinions, attitudes and 

behaviour in more detail but can be time consuming.  They can also 

be useful to generate ideas and inform questionnaires. Focus 

groups need to be carefully facilitated to ensure that all participants 

can have their say.  Focus groups require participants to travel to a 

specific location which can deter involvement. Arrangements need 

to be made to book rooms, refreshments, cater for special needs 

and travelling expenses/childcare. Online focus groups are easier to 

arrange and can be accessed from home or by using a mobile 

device, but discussions may be less effective than face to face. 

Questionnaire/Survey 

Can be undertaken online via the council’s 

consultation portal, by post, telephone or 

face to face - you may choose a combination 

of these methods. You can collect information 

on views and attitudes in a very structured 

way. 

Can be used to better understand the whole population’s (or your 

customers) views on a particular subject without contacting 

everyone. However, to have greater confidence in the results, you 

must target a larger number of people. Questionnaires require time 

to set up and careful consideration of questions. Comparisons can 

be made with other questionnaires if questions are the same, 

although different methods of undertaking the questionnaire (such 

as online vs face to face) will result in a different response. 

Consideration should be given to the resource needed to input 

paper questionnaires and analyse the responses received – 

obtaining responses online is more cost effective. Response rates to 

questionnaires can sometimes be low. 

Online Discussion Forum (Bulletin Board) 

This is accessed through the council’s 

consultation portal and allows people to post 

and view comments on a particular subject. 

The Forum is not a live discussion and so 

contributions to it can be made at any time 

over the duration of the consultation. 

Easy to access and can be done from home or by using a mobile 

device. Forums require moderators to approve of posts before they 

are published to ensure that there is no abuse of the system or its 

users. They need constant monitoring to ensure that contributions 

do not deviate from the discussion subject. Forums can be open 

access or limited to an invited group.  

Open/Public Meeting 

Used to convey important information to 

larger groups in accessible and convenient 

locations. They are an opportunity for 

attendees to provide feedback in response to 

what they have heard. 

Careful management is needed to avoid more vocal attendees 

‘taking over’. Participants must travel to a specific location to get 

involved which can deter involvement. Arrangements need to be 

made to book rooms, refreshments, and cater for special needs and 

travelling expenses/childcare. 

Roadshow/Exhibition 

Used to let people know about proposals or 

plans and gain feedback by talking to officers, 

completing comment cards, questionnaires 

etc. Usually set up in foyers of well-used 

buildings, shopping centres, events etc. 

Good to use when you have display materials, models, maps or 

plans for people to see. Both preparation for and attendance at the 

events can be time consuming. Choosing an appropriate location 

where there is high footfall and willingness to engage is critical. 

Suggestions/Compliments and Complaints 

Can be offered via comment cards, online 

feedback forms, slips in publications or public 

places etc. to give people an opportunity to 

provide feedback and suggestions. 

Easily accessible, good response rate if kept short and simple and 

you can get immediate views from actual users of a service. 

Inputting and analysing responses can be resource intensive and 

time consuming. 

Other Key Methods:    Mystery Shopping,  Citizens Juries,  Planning for Real,  Workshops, etc. 
To view further information on these and other methods of consultation visit the Participation Compass website 



 

P a g e  | 10 

Who will undertake the consultation? 

Now that you have decided what methods you intend to use to 

consult, you need to decide who will undertake the consultation. 

This includes considering if sufficient resources and appropriate 

skills are available within the organisation to enable your 

consultation to be carried out effectively? 

You also need to consider the costs that may be involved and if 

this can be met within your budget. 

Contact the Chief Executive’s Department on 0191 4333221 or 4332046 for advice and 

support. 

It may be necessary to commission an external research company to undertake the 

consultation. You can get advice on commissioning an external company from Corporate 

Procurement. 

 

How to advertise/publicise your consultation 

Decide how best to publicise your consultation. Some examples are shown below (the Policy & 

Communications Team in the Chief Executive’s Department can provide further advice (contact 

0191 4333221). Note: All publicity channels, except those marked with * below are free   

 

� Council News 

� Consultation News 

� The Gateshead Housing Company 

Newsletter 

� Councillors 

� Council Website 

� Our Gateshead Website 

� Social Media 

� Gateshead TV 

� Team Brief – Internal Council briefing 

� Council Info - Internal Council email 

alert 

� Members Briefing 

� E-mail to community contacts or 

representatives 

� Other council officers and contacts 

� Posters/Leaflets – displayed at local 

venues such as Libraries, Leisure 

Centres or Community Centres* 

� Bus TV Screens* 

� GP TV Screens* 

� Media – Newspaper* 

� Media – TV/Radio* 

 Key Message 

Make use of the council’s 

consultation portal for 

on-line and paper 

questionnaires and focus 

groups.  



 

P a g e  | 11 

Develop a consultation and communications plan 

 

Now that you know the ‘what, why, when, who and how’ of your consultation you should 

prepare a consultation and communications plan. You should use this to outline your process 

from beginning to end and include details about each stage. This will ensure that the process 

runs smoothly and that everyone is clear and committed to achieving it. A consultation and 

communications plan template is available to use.  

 

Design your consultation and start to consult  

 

You now need to design the consultation materials you will 

use when consulting and communicating the consultation.  

This may include designing a questionnaire, developing a 

discussion guide for a focus group or designing 

posters/leaflets to advertise your consultation.   
 

Please refer to the separate questionnaire design guidance for more information. There are 

also a number of websites that provide advice and guidance about consultation which are 

listed below.  If you know of any other useful websites please let us know. 
 

www.consultationinstitute.org 

www.mrs.org.uk 

www.involve.org.uk 

www.particpationcompass.org 

 

Information for participants 

When preparing your consultation and communication documents it is important to ensure 

that people know: 

� Who is being consulted and why 

� What decisions or processes will be informed/influenced 

� Who will take the final decisions and when 

� How the results of the consultation will be fed back to them  

� That anonymity and confidentiality will be respected (if appropriate) 

� What will be done with any personal data provided and how it will be used 

� Who they can contact if they have any questions or complaints about the consultation 

6 

Stage 

7 

Stage 

Key Message 

When designing your consultation 

materials you must make sure that 

the ‘language’ and the terminology 

you use is clear, informative, and 

will not confuse those taking part. 
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Monitoring responses 

Throughout the consultation, you should input any questionnaire responses you receive and 

analyse the results of any focus groups you have held to get an early indication of the overall 

consultation response. Ongoing monitoring of the number of responses you receive enables 

you take action to improve response rates if necessary (see questionnaire design guidance). 

 

Final checklist before you consult 
 

� Are you clear about why you are consulting, what you want to know and how you will 

use the information you are collecting? 

 

� Have you notified the Chief Executive’s Department on 0191 4333221 or 4332046 about 

your consultation so it can be added to the consultation calendar? 

 

� Have you researched previous and planned consultations? 

 

� Do you have approval to undertake your consultation and have you contacted your legal 

representative for advice and guidance if necessary.  

 

� Have you prepared a consultation and communications plan? 

 

� Are you consulting with the right people? 

 

� Are you using the most appropriate consultation methods for your target audience? 

 

� Have you provided participants with all of the information they need? 

 

� Do you have a budget to cover the costs (e.g. printing of questionnaires)? 

 

� Have you organised resources to input responses and analyse the information? 

 

� Have you used plain English without jargon in questionnaires or other documents? 

 

� Are you giving people enough time to respond? 

 

� Will the questions you are asking provide you with the information you need? 

 

� Have you piloted your consultation questions (including on-line consultation questions)? 

 

� Have you made the necessary arrangements for any events e.g. advertising, facilitators, 

note taking, room bookings, interpreters, travelling arrangements, refreshments? 

 

� Is your consultation in line with the council’s consultation principles? 
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The council’s consultation process step by step – after the consultation 

 

Analyse, interpret and report results 

 

Now that you have your consultation responses it is important to ensure that they are kept 

confidential and secure and that nothing is published or 

reported that would breach any promises of anonymity or 

disclose personal/sensitive information.  

 

You should have already considered how you are going to 

analyse responses at the initial planning stage. Depending 

on the size of your consultation, analysis can take a 

considerable amount of time, so ensure that you have 

considered this when writing your plan and have the 

resources to do it effectively.  

 

Where to start 

 

Analysing data from consultations can be quite daunting at first, especially if you have never 

done it before or you have a lot of data to analyse. It’s not as complicated as it may look – you 

just need to approach it in stages:  

 

Questionnaire data analysis 

 

• If you are using the consultation portal to carry out your questionnaire it will provide you 

with topline results and you can cross tabulate questions against each other. 

• Print off some top line results for each question – this will give an overview of how people 

have responded to your questions and what people feel most strongly about. 

• You may now want to look at some of your questions in more detail.  This may include 

cross tabulating questions against each other, for example you might want to know if 

gender or age had an influence on any of the answers to your questions. 

 

 

 

 

8 

Stage 

Key Message 

When preparing to analyse your 

responses think about: 

• why you consulted in the first 

place 

• what it was that you wanted to 

understand 

• what you want to feedback 

both internally and externally 
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Analysing comments from questionnaires, focus groups or other discussion forums 

 

• Briefly read through the comments and list common main themes  

• You can now put each comment into the themes which will give you an indication of what 

people feel most strongly about.  If necessary, you can add more themes as you analyse 

the responses. 

 

Further analysis 

 

If you require more detailed analysis (for example you may want to link your questionnaire 

responses to market segmentation data or weight questionnaire responses to make them 

more representative of the population) you can export the individual questionnaire responses 

into Microsoft Excel and use the built in analysis tools. You can also copy the responses into 

another statistical analysis package such as SPSS. For further help and advice on analytical 

techniques contact the Chief Executive’s Department on 0191 4332046.   

 

Reporting Results 

Now that you have analysed the results from your consultation you need to report your main 

findings to the relevant people or groups you have identified in your consultation and 

communications plan.   
 

 

Provide feedback 

 

Feedback is an important part of consultation and demonstrates to people that you have 

listened to their views and that you have used them to inform decisions.   

You will have decided how you are going to feed back to people when developing your 

consultation and communications plan. You may want to use some of the same methods you 

used to publicise your consultation in stage 5 on page 10. 

When providing feedback you should set out why, when and 

how you consulted, outline the key findings and explain what 

steps will be taken as a result of the consultation. 
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 Key Message 

Lack of feedback or poor 

quality feedback can lead 

to high levels of 

dissatisfaction and 

disengagement. 
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Evaluate the success of your consultation 

 

You need to consider how successful your consultation has been. Success includes more than 

just receiving consultation responses. It includes whether the responses received are helpful to 

you in reaching your aims and objectives, whether the best methods of consultation were 

used, if the consultation came in on budget, and so on. 

  

The following checklist is helpful in evaluating the success of your consultation: 

� I was able to consult with those I originally intended 

� Consultees now have a clear understanding of what they were consulted about 

� I received enough consultation responses to draw conclusions from 

� The consultation responses received were of sufficient depth and quality 

� I now understand the views of consultees 

� The consultation method(s) used was appropriate for the consultees 

� The consultation ran smoothly without problems 

� The consultation did not run over budget 

� The consultation did not run over time 

� I can show examples of how the consultation has affected the decisions we made 

� Consultees were generally happy with the consultation process 

� I would not do anything differently if I undertook this consultation again 

 

If after considering the checklist above, you have left any of the boxes un-ticked, you should 

make a note of why to improve consultations across the council and share best practice. 
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