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When Consultation is Truly Listening

Vivien Twyford
Vivien Twyford is the President Elect of the International Association for Public Participation (IAP2), a non-profit corporation established to advance the practice of public participation. The work of the Association is premised on the belief that the public should have a say in decisions about actions that affect their lives. Based in NSW, Vivien is the first President living out of North America. Drawing on the learning and teaching of IAP2, Vivien suggests some basic principles that might guide the use of public consultation in service and system reform.
When trying to establish or improve the way any service is offered, it makes sense to consult with those people who are involved in the delivery and receipt of that service.  Yet, if asking for input seems so sensible, why is it so difficult to do, and why do so many people feel unhappy about consultation processes and outcomes?

Some of the frequently articulated concerns about consultation are about transparency and clarity.  People ask if the consultation is genuine, that is, whether the people consulted were heard and whether they made a real contribution to the decisions about service improvement.  There are concerns about who has been heard, whether the right people are involved and whether the quiet voices have been heard.  Many people don’t feel heard after a consultation because they never know whether anyone listened to them or whether their input made any difference.

The ultimate aim of any consultation process is to improve a decision.  Therefore, prior to consulting, it is important to be clear about exactly what decision is to be made, who will make it, and how this decision can be improved by input or participation from stakeholders.

For example, if a service or system is to be reviewed, with a view to improving it, it is necessary to think through clearly who will make the decision about necessary improvements to the service, and the information they will need on which to base their decisions.  It is also necessary to be transparent about any budgetary or other constraints that will affect the potential changes.  Clarifying what stakeholders can and cannot influence is also important as well as clearly stating the level of influence users of the service can have on the decisions on improvements. 

If decision-makers have no intention of considering input from service users when considering service improvements, then they would be better not to undertake any consultation.  People who take the trouble to participate in consultation processes have a right to feel that their input will, in some way, make a difference and influence the decision.  So, it is vitally important that the decision-makers do three initial things:

· Clarify the decision they will be making that they seek input to;

· Clarify the process they will use to make the decision and the kind of input that they seek; and

· Clarify the influence any stakeholders, including service users, can have on their decision-making.

If these three things are clearly explained and understood before a consultation starts, this will avoid a mismatch of expectations between the decision-makers and the service users or other stakeholders.  Significant problems arise when service users think their opinions and their input will be the only information on which the decision makers will base their decisions when in fact they are only being asked to comment on proposals already researched and favoured.

Other important aspects of consultation include;

· Identifying the people who need to be consulted, that is, those people who will be affected by the changes to be made to the service;

· Providing sufficient and relevant information to allow stakeholders, including service users, to contribute in a meaningful way;

· Designing and scheduling consultation activities to be accessible and attractive even to marginalised groups or individuals such as those who don’t speak English, those with a physical or mental disability, those from a non-Australian cultural background and young people;

· Gathering and summarising all data collected during consultation and providing the summary to the decision-makers so it informs and assists their decision-making; and

· Communicating clearly to those who contribute to the consultation so they know what decisions were made and how their input was used to improve them.

Every consultation should include a planned evaluation process.  Indicators of an effective consultation process might include:

· A more informed, more sustainable or more implementable decision, which is understood and owned by those affected by it;

· Informed stakeholders who feel included and heard during the process, and who understand the decision, even while not necessarily agreeing with it;

· Productive and positive relationships between decision-makers and stakeholders; and

· High trust levels between decision-makers and stakeholders.

It is important to gather data throughout the consultation process to assist in the evaluation and to facilitate learning and consultation practice improvement.

Consultation processes provide vital opportunities for decision-makers to learn from those with a stake in the outcome of decisions they make.  However these same decision-makers need to be accountable for the quality of their consultation.  Those who are consulted must learn to discriminate between effective and less effective consultation, and demand clarity and transparency in their processes.

