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This tool provides an overview of the main consultation and engagement methods available; both qualitative and quantitative. It will give you general information about each method and the advantages and disadvantages to help you select the right methods. 

There are a wide range of consultation methods that can be used and selecting those that are most appropriate is crucial if you are going to receive information that is relevant and of value. 

Generally speaking, consultation methods can be split into two types:

a. Quantitative (e.g. questionnaires) – Quantitative methods provide a large amount of data about predetermined questions. This method is useful for providing a snapshot of public opinions and attitudes. The results are measurable and can be used to benchmark. The disadvantage of quantitative methods is that they are not suitable for exploring issues in depth. Question formulation is crucial to the success of questionnaires: if your questions are not clear you may not get the information you are looking for. 

b. Qualitative (e.g. focus Groups) – Qualitative methods can be used to explore issues in depth. The main advantage of a qualitative method is that it allows participants to talk freely about issues, rather than simply respond to predetermined questions with set responses. They tend to be more interactive and discursive in nature enabling you to gain an understanding of issues. They allow you to look at the “why?” and “how?” type of question. However, since qualitative methods allow you to explore people’s attitudes, behaviours, and motives, it is more time consuming and does tend to involve less people. As a smaller sample number is used it cannot provide statistically reliable results, although it allows you to better understand people’s attitudes and opinions

Qualitative and quantitative methods, although different, are often complementary. The best and most useful consultations are developed using a combination of the two techniques. 

For example, a consultation and engagement to test the publics’ views on a proposal to build, say, a new maternity building - could be done using a questionnaire. But more will be learnt if some people are able to participate in, for example, a focus group so that hidden concerns and issues, not easily highlighted in the questionnaire, can be discussed, and considered. Similarly, a larger consultative event or workshop held to discuss the implications of a CCG’s plans to rationalise the IVF service funding often attracts vociferous objectors. Only by supplementing such forms of consultation with a quantitative questionnaire can you judge how representative these views are.

The following will help to guide you in the direction of appropriate methods to use:

If you need your responses to be representative, then consider: 
· Electronic survey
· Face to face interviews 
· Postal surveys 
· Citizens’ panel survey 
· Telephone survey 
· Staff feedback/survey 
· Service user panels 
· Targeted sample focus groups


If you need to get a response from as many people as possible then consider: 
· Open Online web questionnaire 
· Face to face survey 
· Citizens’ Panel Survey 
· Postal survey 
· Telephone survey 
· Service user’s group’s surveys 
· Public meeting 

If the issue is complex, then consider: 
· In depth interviews 
· Focus groups 
· Face to face survey 
· Consultative event 
· Deliberative event 


Engagement and consultation methods

As all the CCG’s consultations are published online through our website, it is important that you give the public an opportunity to respond electronically through the website, invariably this is done through an online questionnaire embedded on the site, but sometimes it may be more pertinent just to provide an email address for comments to be submitted. 

The CCG is using SurveyMonkey as the tool for creating and conducting online questionnaires. The account details for Survey Monkey can be accessed by contacting the engagement team  bswccg.engagement@nhs.net   The team also has a guide to using SurveyMonkey.

However, also remember it important that you use a combination of methods to ensure you meet your aims and that the engagement/consultation is accessible to different sections of the community. If you are doing a mixed method approach you should inform the public of these different strands of the engagement/consultation on the website. 

The table below provides further information about some of the methodologies commonly used, but this is by no means an exhaustive list. Each technique is explained with the strengths and weaknesses highlighted. For further advice on these methods please contact the engagement team  bswccg.engagement@nhs.net . 

As well as these ad-hoc methods you should also use the existing mechanisms that are in place to help promote your consultation and engagement activity. 



Quantitative methods

	Method
	Considerations
	Strengths
	Weaknesses
	Cost

	
CCG’s website – where all engagement and consultations are published.

Responses are normally fed back through an online link to the survey on the website


	Once engagement / consultations are published on the website they will still need to be promoted extensively to ensure it reaches all your stakeholders identified in your consultation and engagement plan

Other elements of the consultation should also be promoted on the website (for example, drop in sessions, focus groups, road shows etc.).
	 If promoted properly large numbers of people will have an opportunity to take part at low cost 
 Easy to conduct in-house
 Online surveys can be embedded for ease of feedback
 Alternative formats can be made available
 Workshop, focus groups can be promoted
  Can embed consultation documents, and hyper link to the relevant sections that are pertinent to questions within the questionnaire
 Easy to reach people over a wide area.
 Can send out letters/e mails to service users/other stakeholders directing them to take part in the engagement/ consultation via the website
  Response rates can be quicker and cut out data inputting.

	 Not everyone has access to the internet, so you need to complement with other methods. 
 People can find on-line surveys daunting 
 Online surveys unsuitable for complex issues, and open-ended questions difficult to analyse
  May exclude some groups, e.g. elderly, low income 
 Little control over who fills in the questionnaire and unable to ensure it is representative of the whole population
Need to publicise the consultation to make sure different stakeholders are aware of it.
	 Free

(but colleague time to set up)
 

	Electronic Survey -
e- mailed out to a target sample group Used to gather quantifiable information on uncomplicated issues
	 Online survey can be developed in Survey Monkey, but e mailed out to a particular sample group
 Needs statistical and research expertise to administer sampling and avoid bias
 Need to consider how to access hard-to- reach groups.
	 Can target a representative sample or your whole service user group
 Easy to conduct in house
 Can embed engagement / consultation documents, and hyperlinks to the relevant sections that are pertinent to questions.
  Response rates can be quicker and cut out data inputting
 You can easily do reminder e mails
 Can be used to gather views and opinions and to measure attitudes, satisfaction, and performance
 Open-ended questions can explore issues in-more depth.

	You must ensure you have permission to use e mail addresses to send consultation.
 Not everyone has access to e mail, so you need to complement with other methods.
 Unsuitable for complex issues
 Open-ended questions difficult to analyse
 Can yield a low response rate
 Difficult to engage with hard-to reach groups.
 Respondents may to misinterpret questions
	 Free
 
(but colleague time to set up)


	Citizens’ Panel

A panel of over 1,000 residents selected to be representative of the BSW population. 

For information on how to use the Citizens’ Panel please contact the engagement team 

	The panel can be consulted via 
 Questionnaires sent to the whole panel to obtain a statistically representative sample 
 Can be used to recruit to focus groups or workshops 
 Can be selected to ensure a cross section of residents are represented at the focus groups or workshops or can be selected for a particular demographic or service user.
	 Can be used to complement a consultation publish on the CCG’s website
 Provides a ready-made BSW-wide representative sample to engage / consult on key issues services.
 Can yield a good response rate
 Relatively cheap as the panel has already been set up
 Questionnaires use a mixed method of online and paper surveys – panel members opt for their preferred method to be consulted, i.e. electronically or by post, so captures different types of preferred methods 
 Readily available ‘pool’ of willing
respondents to take part in focus groups or workshops.
 Can be used to gather views and opinions and to measure attitudes, satisfaction, and performance.
  Open-ended questions can explore issues in-more depth.

	 Difficult to target large enough sample of users of some specific services 
 Tracking trend year on year can be difficult due to the panel having people leave or join it.
	 The CCG currently pays for four surveys a year. If additional ones are needed this would have a cost.

There would be additional costs of focus groups etc. were to be set up as this is not part of the CCG’s contract with its provider.

	Postal survey

Posted out to target sample group Used to gather quantifiable information on uncomplicated issues
	 Paper questionnaire developed and mailed out to a sample or target groups 
 Needs statistical and research expertise to administer sampling and avoid bias 
 Most suitable for attitudinal surveys. 
 Need to consider how to access hard-to- reach groups

	 Easy to administer and analyse.
 Can contact a large number of people in a short period of time.
 Open-ended questions can explore issues in-depth.
	 Can be labour intensive
 Unsuitable for complex issues
 Open-ended questions difficult to analyse
 Cannot control who answers the questions
 Low response rates of 20% so need to ensure you mail out larger numbers.
 Response tends to attract older and more negative respondents
 Limited length and complexity of questions.
 Respondents may to misinterpret questions.
  Need to arrange data entry of questionnaires and analysis.

	 Relatively cheap compared to telephone survey and face to face surveys- although
 Consider hidden costs such as officer time, printing, envelopes, reply paid envelopes, postage, data inputting.

	Telephone Surveys

Interviewers ask residents questions over the telephone.

Used to gather quantifiable information on uncomplicated issues
	 Needs statistical and research expertise to administer and avoid bias 
 How to provide feedback to respondents 
 May need external resources and trained researchers.
	 Can ensure a good response rate  Easier to engage with hard-to-reach groups
 Can be used to obtain responses from demographically representative sample
 Allows issues to be explored in depth
 Allows flexible structure of interview
 May be used to explore sensitive issues.
 Easy to survey people over a wide area.
 Easy to reschedule interviews to more convenient times.

	 Needs statistical and research expertise to administer and avoid bias
 Needs external resources and trained researchers
 Difficult to have to complex questions or ask questions that link to more complex consultation documents
 Cannot use visual aids
 Need to ensure you have permission to use telephone numbers for consultation/research.
	 Moderately expensive.
  A sample of 1,100 for 15 minute survey can cost around £25,000.00 if carried out by an external company.

	Face-to-face surveys

Used to gather quantifiable information

	Interviewers can ask residents to complete a questionnaire face to face (often on street or in home) 
 Needs trained interview to administer and avoid bias
 How to provide feedback to respondents 
 Will need external resources and trained researchers.

	Longer and more flexible surveys compared to telephone
Easier to engage with hard-to-reach groups
 Can be used to obtain responses from demographically representative sample
 More complex routing of questions.
 Questions can be more probing and complex.
 More sensitive or difficult subjects can be explored.
 Can ensure you interview the right person.
 Can use visual aids. 
 High response rates. 
 Better data quality.

	 Expensive
 Time consuming, labour intensive  Requires trained interviewers – usually paid for each interview they complete – plus travel expenses.
 Involves lengthy timescales for completing and analysing the interviews.
	 The most expensive out of online, postal, telephone, and face to face surveys. 
 A sample of 1,1 00 for 15 minute survey can cost around £30,000.00 if carried out be an external company

	Engagement / Consultation documents

Used to explain and give more information about the proposals or policies. 

Responses are usually collected via an online survey or via written comments




	 Writing and editing skills needed
 Administration of responses/ feedback, however recently views on consultation documents have been gathered through online surveys
 Different formats of documents required – i.e. Easy Read.
	 Good starting point for consultation
  Provides detailed information on the issue 
 Elicits a considered view 
 If using an online survey to gather responses relevant pages of the consultation document can be embedded within the survey.
	 Needs to be accessible by all, e.g., plain English
 Can seem daunting if consultees have to read too much information
 Needs to be accessible by all, e.g., easy ready format
 Not always read by target audience
 May have poor response rate
 Resource intensive in producing documents.
	 Colleague time, design, and printing cost.

	User comments & complaints 
Provides a system for direct feedback from service users.
	Use information collected by the PALS service
	 Already in place
 Provides input from service users  Can identify weaknesses and strengths
 Formal mechanism for pursuing a complaint.


	Unlikely to yield positive comments
 Not representative 
	Colleague time gathering the data

	Public meetings

Formal meetings with scheduled agendas. Used to provide information, seek views, and develop/ endorse local plans and strategies for the community

	 Hold at times/locations to suit target communities
 Publicity for event
 Clearly defined objectives
 Defined meeting structure
 Staffing and facilitation
	 Opportunity to provide information and receive feedback.
 Builds relationships with local community
 Can be used to seek local committed involvement
 Relatively cheap
 Allows public to let off steam.
	 Attendees are unlikely to represent all views
 Large group may be a barrier
 Can be dominated by the most vocal 
 Turnout can be poor 
 Can be difficult to separate individual and general complaints.
	Colleague time, venue hire and refreshment costs

(if run virtually the costs would be minimised)

	Patient Participation Groups (PPG)

A PPG is a group of patients, carers and GP practice staff who meet to discuss practice issues and patient experience to help improve the service.
	 Hold at times/locations to suit target communities
 Publicity for event
 Clearly defined objectives
 Defined meeting structure
 Staffing and facilitation
	 Opportunity to provide information and receive feedback.
 Builds relationships with local community
 Can be used to seek local committed involvement
 Relatively cheap as often held at GP practices and you can ask to attend a meeting.

	 Attendees are unlikely to represent all views
 Can be dominated by the most vocal 
 Turnout can be poor 
 Can be difficult to separate individual and general complaints.
	Colleague time and generally no venue costs if held at the GP practice




Qualitative methods

	Method
	Considerations
	Strengths

	Weaknesses
	Cost

	Focus Group

Facilitated group discussion to explore issues in depth and seek views of particular interest groups. Can be used to generate ideas.
	 Requires skilled facilitators
 Need to ensure it is held at an accessible venue
 Need to develop discussion guide
 Selection of group of prime importance 
 May need several groups to gain different perspectives
 Generally, 8–10 people per group
	 Allows brainstorming of ideas
 Can be designed to involve hard-to-reach groups
 Can explore complex issues
 Provides in-depth information
 Useful for building on survey findings
 Allows interaction and spontaneity between participants.
	 Can be costly and time-consuming
 Requires specialist expertise to facilitate discussion
 Dominant participants might inhibit other members of the group  Can only achieve limited representation
  Discussions can be difficult to transcribe and analyse.
	 Colleague time
And venue hire and refreshment costs
 development of discussion/facilitators guide and write up of the report

(if run virtually the costs would be minimised)

	Consultative Workshops

A formally organised workshop to exchange and gather views. Usually in the format of presentations followed by small group discussions, ending in a large group discussion of key issues
	 Requires skilled facilitators
 Need to ensure it is held at an accessible venue
 Need to develop workshop material and presentations.
 Selection of group of prime importance
 Generally, around 25-50 people. 
	 More fruitful in getting feedback than public meetings or written comments
 Can identify issues that may not have been thought of 
 Mixing groups helps each to better understand the others' point of view.
	 Success depends on whether participants can be considered representative, the terms of reference for discussion and abilities of facilitator to control the session.
 Analysing the discussion is time consuming.
	 Can be done inhouse. Cost includes room hire, mailing out invitation, refreshments, and incentives. 
 If appointing an external research company cost per workshop = £6000.00 
 Costs for research company include recruitment, incentives, venue booking, development of discussion guide and write up of report.


	Exhibitions and Road-shows

 Used to provide information and to obtain views on specific projects or services.

	 Suitable venues
 Publicise the event
 Need display boards and leaflets  Consider how you will obtain views. Signpost to the CCG’s website
	 Effective in publicising consultations
 Gives public flexibility to attend
 Allows contact with public.
	 Groups reached dependant on location/ timing of roadshow, exhibition, etc.
 May obtain views of a small number of people who are not representative. 
 Feedback may be limited.
	 Colleague time
 Display and printing costs.

	Individual Depth Interviews
  One to one interviews
	 Needs trained interview to administer and avoid bias.
	 In-depth and detailed, personal information.
 Can obtain a wider range of responses.
 Good for consulting excluded groups. 
 Can identify new issues that may not have been thought of
.  To gain 'expert' views.
	 Expensive.
 Requires trained interviewers – usually paid for each interview they complete - plus travel expenses
 Time consuming - especially the data analysis.
	 If done in house – colleague time
 External Market Research Company would charge @ £3000.00 for ten interviews, includes recruitment, development of survey, incentives and report writing.


	Service User Group

A small group of users that meets regularly to provide input on service delivery and development over a long period of time.
	 Small size, no more than 12
 Have clear objectives and timeframe
 Moderation of group.
	 Gives user perspective
 Group has knowledge, experience and understanding of the issue/ service
 On-going dialogue
 Membership can be rotated to maintain a balance of old and new members
 Opportunity for direct liaison and feedback between panel members and service providers.
	 Can become dominated by particular issues and groups.
 May not be typical of the views of all users.
 Can become "institutionalised" to see the service from a provider's point of view.
 Cannot be used for a wider range of services 
 Does not address needs of non-service users
  May exclude minority groups
	Colleague time



