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Introduction

The best method of consulting people is to talk with them and record what they say. However, realistically, this can only be done with limited numbers of people.  Alternatively, asking people to tell you in writing about their interests and concerns is not engaging or challenging for participants.  

New methods of consultation using advances in Information and Communication Technology are emerging that are beginning to address the dual challenge of involving larger numbers of participants and making the process engaging and challenging. The Internet offers remarkable opportunities for consulting hundreds or thousands of people in a way that combines some of the virtues of real interaction, such as immediate feedback, with the disciplines of writing.
Given this background, Dialogue by Design was founded in 2000 to harness the potential of the Internet to improve access of citizens to decision-making and democratic processes. Dialogue by Design developed a software application that takes the well-tried techniques of professional facilitators and translates them into a variety of electronic templates. These allow an Intranet or the Internet to be used for collecting, collating and distributing information and opinion in an easily accessible format. 

The application was designed to achieve the following:

· Enable participation from any e-mail/Internet enabled computer 

· Be extremely easy to use even by people with little or no previous experience with computers 

· Achieve both quantitative and qualitative results

· Allow detailed responses to written consultation processes

· Enable stakeholders to see their own and other participants’ comments

· Enable those doing the consultation to collate and display the results of a consultation process within 7-10 days of its close

· Enable stakeholders to participate in an iterative process where successive stages of engagement allow participants to build on ideas and opinions expressed in earlier stages

· Make it possible for participants to be named or anonymous depending on which is appropriate for the process.

The result has been a system that has been successfully applied in over 15 online consultations over the last two years involving public and private sector organisations, not-for-profits and charities.

It is already clear from this experience that providing the technology is used well, and its limitations as well as its strengths properly appreciated, it can add a new dimension to the way in which the public, private and voluntary sector organisations relate to their staff, members and stakeholders.

We have provided two case studies of our work below to provide context for an overview of the opportunities and challenges as we see them, and of how the use of such technology may be used in a developing world context. 

However, we must bear in mind that the revolution in information and communication technologies that makes such opportunities possible is still very new, and we will undoubtedly see further developments and more opportunities in the coming years. 

It is Dialogue by Design’s hope that our practical experience in this field can be pooled with that of others, and that through intelligent collaboration we can ensure the technology is used to best advantage.

Case Studies

Royal Borough of Chelsea and Kensington: a consultation on the Borough’s plans for implementing electronic government.  Staff, the Council’s existing residents’ panel, strategic partners such as the police and health authority, local businesses and community organisations were invited to take part. A total of 246 people participated in the consultation.
In a first session, the consultation website provided background information and sections of the consultation document with associated questions and space for participants to respond in their own words. Participants could contribute any time over a two-week period. The contributions were then collated and grouped, and the results used to create a response document.  The participants were then able to log on to the website in a second session, look at the response document, and explore the detailed comments in a number of ways. Participants were asked to fill in an evaluation form:

· “I am very impressed by the large number of detailed responses you have obtained.”

· “I found it really useful to see my own comments and see how they compared with others.”

· “I have enjoyed it, surprisingly, and appreciate the chance to make my opinions heard.  I think K&C is doing a very good job in consulting the local constituency on this.”

· “This has to be the way forward.”

The Audit Commission also used this consultation as a case study in their ‘Connecting users with citizens: public sector management paper’ (January 2003). The concluded that: 

“Information was obtained from everyone taking part, not just the more vocal or visible. Information could also be fed back to the people who had contributed, encouraging their sense of ownership of the process and making it clear that the information they supplied was being used.”

“Three quarters of the participants rated the website as easy or very easy to use. Two thirds rated it easy or very easy to navigate. Careful design of the site and structuring of the multi path discussion clearly played a crucial role, as did the help line, which was also well rated. The project showed that if these needs are met, people can take part in complex debates, and the Internet has great potential for making the process easier.”

Metropolitan Police Association (MPA) and Metropolitan Police Service (MPS): a consultation involving community and public sector organisations in London on the priorities for the 2004/05 policing plan for London.

In previous years the MPA/MPS has conducted its public consultation by a variety of surveys - Public Attitude Survey, paper questionnaires to community groups and online questionnaires to the general public. 

A review of this process revealed that these arrangements do not allow the Metropolitan Police to gain an in-depth understanding of community issues, but merely scratch the surface. Responses tend to be made in isolation at a given point in time and feedback is also limited.

This online consultation aims to develop a more sophisticated approach to address these shortcomings that allows:

· A deeper understanding of the issues raised 

· Contributions to be made from a position that is more informed about the policing context of London 

· Transparency and feedback to respondents on how they contributed to the process.

In a first session, 111 participants identified up to 10 key issues they thought should be addressed. They provided a brief explanation (max 10 words) and a more detailed reasoning (max 250 words). Responses were collected over a three-week period. 

These issues were collated into common groups and presented back to participants in a second session that is currently ongoing. Once participants have viewed the opinion of other organisations and how this compares to their own responses, they are asked to complete a prioritisation exercise. A third session will feed back the results of the prioritisation exercise and provide an opportunity to evaluate the process.

Benefits and Challenges

All of the online consultations share a common set of benefits to a greater or lesser extent:

· Larger numbers of stakeholders can be involved: consultation costs are reduced and the constraints of time and place for participants are removed

· Rapid processing and feedback of responses have helped to maintain consultation momentum and thus the interest of participants

· Feedback and ensuring that every response remains available for inspection has engendered a greater sense of ownership and commitment to outcomes (in one project, all 34 participating organisations with initially differing agendas endorsed a set of jointly drafted guidelines with their logos on the inside cover – a powerful and visual endorsement)

· Multi-threaded navigation of results and relationships between responses makes it easy to quickly analyse the breadth and depth of opinion and encourages lesson learning and improved understanding

· Anonymity (normally responses are non-attributable) promotes honest responses

· Written contributions provide opportunity for well thought out responses and not just from the most vocal (notably with ethnic minorities – it is easier to write, such as with the help of relatives, than speaking publicly)

· Where consulting organisations are seeking a balanced view from a broad spectrum of stakeholders, allocating limited numbers of security access codes to each invited individual or organisation has prevented weighting of results by campaigning groups. 

A few key challenges have also emerged:

· In many cases, intense and active recruitment is required to achieve a high participation rate. Generally public expectation of consultation processes is low and this may be exacerbated by exposure to a new form of consultation (ie over the Internet).

· First time users unfamiliar with the process find it difficult to appreciate the value of what they are doing until the subsequent sessions where they are exposed to feedback and are asked further questions to develop the ideas raised in the previous session.

· Electronic consultation alone cannot build long term trust and personal relationships: we believe a whole range or approaches are needed over a long period of time.

Use in a developing country context

All of the Dialogue by Design directors have direct experience in working with public sector and non-governmental organisations in developing countries. We have discussed the possibility of translating elements of our work to initiatives in the developing world context (such as an inter schools consultation on citizenship issues between South Africa and UK). However this is limited in scope. In terms of a wider roll out of IT related consultation approaches we see three fundamental challenges:

· Accessibility (skills, physical and cost) to computers and Internet connections.

· Deviation from cultural norms: relative value placed on physical meetings and where communities are represented by spokespeople (who may not accurately represent all interests).

· Literacy and language (for example 13 officially recognised languages in South Africa).
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