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1

INTRODUCTION

1.1

Background and Objectives

The South Lanarkshire Citizens ' Panel was established in 1998 by South Lanarkshire Council,
Scottish Homes, Lanarkshire Development Agency (now Scottish Enterprise Lanarkshire),
Lanarkshire Health Board and Greater Glasgow Health Board.
The stated aims and objectives of the panel are to:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

enhance accountability by giving citizens the potential to influence decision-making
create a sounding board to test policies and practice
access those whose opinions are under-represented
establish baseline information and track changes in views, needs and priorities over time
maintain a cost-effective method of consulting with the public
provide flexible and reliable resources for various forms of consultation
support effective partnership working
promote the exchange of information and understanding amongst the Partners

The Panel was originally set up with 1,600 members, split into four 'mini-panels' of 400 members
in each of the four main geographical areas of South Lanarkshire:
1.
2.
3.
4.

East Kilbride
Hamilton
Clydesdale
Rutherglen/Cambuslang

The panel was recruited using a mixture of methods. The bulk of the recruitment is carried out
using postal recruitment questionnaires. Targeted face-to-face recruitment is carried out for groups
that tend not to respond to postal questionnaire, eg young people (especially young men).
Over time, panel members 'drop out' or become unavailable, so the size of the panel varies. It
currently stands at just over 1,400 members.
In the summer of 1999, some top-up recruitment was carried out to compensate for panel members
who had 'dropped out', and also for a shortfall in the proportion of council tenants on the panel. In

April 2000, a 'rotation' exercise was carried out,whereby one third of the panel was de-selected
and replace partly by 'over-subscribers' 1 and partly by a round of 'fresh' recruitment. A second
rotation is scheduled for 2001, but is dependent on the findings of this evaluation.
Panel members have so far received two feedback newsletters; one in the summer of 1999 and one
in spring 2000.
The panel participates in an annual 'quality of life' survey, and every few months is invited to take
part in ad hoc surveys according to the requirements of the Partnership. So far, all of the surveys
have been carried out using self-completion questionnaires that are distributed by post.

1

'Over-subscribers' were people who had volunteered to join the original panel, but who had not been invited to join
because the panel already contained sufficient members from those sub-groups.
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In addition to the postal surveys, several qualitative research projects have been carried out with
panel members, mainly in the form of focus groups. No payment is made for completing
questionnaires, but a payment of£ 15 is made to panel members who attend focus groups.
When the Panel was set up, it was envisaged that its effectiveness would be evaluated after three
years of operation. The Partnership commissioned RBA Research to carry out an independent
evaluation, and this document reports RBA' s findings, conclusions and recommendations for the
future.

1.2

Methodology

There were three strands to the evaluation:

1.

Desk Research

RBA carried out the following analyses:
•
•
•
•
•

Interrogation of the panel database to assess the panel's representativeness from a demographic
point of view
Reference to other research that has been carried out in South Lanarkshire to assess the panel's
representativeness from an attitudinal point of view
Assessment of the design of the questionnaires used in panel surveys
Assessment of the sampling techniques used to recruit the panel
Assessment of the rotation/refreshment exercises

This stage also included a technical review of all aspects of the panel by RBA's research team.

2.

Depth Interviews with Panel Members

In total, RBA carried out 20 depth interviews with the following:
•
•
•
•
•

Four current panel members who have responded to at least 60% of the surveys/focus groups to
which they have been invited ("regular responders")
Four current panel members who have responded to fewer than 60% of the surveys/focus groups
to which they have been invited ("irregular responders")
Four people who used to be on the panel but are no longer ("ex panel members")
Four people who volunteered to join the panel but were not invited to do so because the panel
already contained sufficient people from those sub-groups ("over-subscribers")
Four people who volunteered to join the panel but were not initially invited to do so, then were
invited at a later date but declined ("ex-over-subscribers")

Within each of the above groups, one interview was conducted in each of the four geographical
areas within South Lanarkshire (see earlier).
The interviews with current and past panel members were carried out in respondents' homes
between 16 and 18 May 2001. Interviews typically lasted between 40 and 60 minutes. The
interviews with over-subscribers and ex-over-subscribers were carried out by telephone in the week
of 21 May 2001. These interviews typically lasted between 15 and 30 minutes. All respondents to
the above depth interviews were given a 'thank-you' payment of £15.
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3.

Research with Other Stakeholders

RBA carried out depth interviews with the following people:
•
•
•

Five members of the Panel Steering Group (one with each Partner organisation)
Five service providers who have commissioned and/or used the Panel for research (four from
South Lanarkshire Council and one from Lanarkshire Health Board)
Two elected members of South Lanarkshire Council (one of whom is no longer an elected
member but was very involved in the panel in its initial stages)

All of the above interviews were carried out face-to-face in the respondents' workplaces and
typically lasted between 1½ and 2 hours. They were all conducted between 16 and 18 May 2001.
To aid comparison, RBA also carried out some research with other councils in England and
Scotland to find out what use is being made of panels elsewhere. This strand of the research
consisted of 52 structured telephone interviews (of which 30 were with Scottish authorities, ie
virtually a census), followed by qualitative interviews with other local authorities who run panels.
RBA conducted four depth interviews with authorities who took part in the telephone survey, and
with whom we had no previous links. We also questioned several of our existing panel clients
about their experiences. These interviews took place between 19 June and 27 July 2001.
Note that the quantitative survey of local authorities was carried out on RBA's initiative, over-andabove the scope of the project commissioned by the South Lanarkshire Partnership. RBA will be
extending this quantitative evaluation to more authorities in England and Wales in the coming
months (we gave priority to Scotland in order to include data in this report), and the full results will
be made available to the Partnership later this year.
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2

PROCESSISSUES

2. 1

Representativeness of the Panel

By comparing the demographic profile of the panel with the known population profile, we can make
an assessment of its demographic representativeness. This has been done within each of the four
geographical areas, to reflect the different profiles of each area. This analysis is based on the
profile of the current panel, which consists of 1,419 members, and on the 1997 mid-year estimates,
on which the panel quotas were based.
In interpreting the following findings, it should be noted that the panel was due to be rotated earlier

in 2001, but the decision was taken to delay the rotation until this evaluation was complete. The
Partnership was aware that the panel is not currently fully representative. Some top-up recruitment
has, however, taken place from the 'over-subscriber' database to address some of the
representativeness issues.
In terms of gender, all four 'mini-panels' - and hence the overall panel - have achieved almost an
exact match overall. Looking at age within gender, however, reveals two areas where the panel

profile is not fully representative of the population:
•

•

Overall, the panel contains the appropriate number of 25-44 year-olds. This does, however,
disguise the fact that those aged 35-44 are over-represented at the expense of those aged 25-34,
particularly among men. Across the entire panel, 35-44 year-olds make up 25% of the sample
but only 19% of the population . Conversely, 25-34 year-olds make up 15% of the sample but
20% of the population. This pattern is evident across all four 'mini-panels', but is particularly
marked in Rutherglen/Cambuslang.
There is a slight under-representation of people aged 75+ on the panel (this age group makes up
4% of the panel but 7% of the population), and this is mainly due to a shortfall of elderly
women rather than men. The Rutherglen/Cambuslang and Clydesdale 'mini-panels ' show the
largest shortfalls of older people.

The 2000 mid-year estimates with respect to age and gender are similar to the 1997 estimates, so the
above comments will almost certainly still apply once the new panel quotas are drawn up.
In terms of economic activity, the current panel profile is extremely close to the known population
profile. Indeed, across tht panel as a whole, it is almost an exact match, even taking into account
variations by age and gender. There are pockets of minor variation in some of the 'mini-panels',
but none of these is of serious concern:
•
•
•

•

In Hamilton, there is a slight under-representation of men aged 16-24 who are employed (who
make up 2% of the current Hamilton panel, but 5% of the population in Hamilton)
In Clydesdale, there is a slight over-representation of employed people (who make up 58% of
the current Clydesdale panel, but only 55% of the Clydesdale population)
In Rutherglen/Cambuslang, there is a slight over-representation of employed men aged 25-44
(who make up 17% of the current Rutherglen/Cambuslang panel, but only 14% of the
Rutherglen/Cambuslang population)
In Rutherglen/Cambuslang, there is also a slight under-representation of economically inactive
women aged 65+ (who make up 9% of the current Rutherglen/Cambuslang panel, but 12% of
the Rutherglen/Cambuslang population)
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Interestingly, all but the first of these four minor variations have emerged since the panel was
rotated in January 2000. The inverse is also true, ie that certain variations that were evident after
the rotations have since 'disappeared' (eg after the first rotation, the H3.IT\iltonpanel slightly overrepresented younger economically inactive men, but currently it does not). This provides the first
evidence that the 'drop-out rate' is higher among certain groups than others (see later).
Before the first rotation, council tenants were severely under-represented on the panel (making up
19% of the sample compared with 33% of the population). As part of that rotation, particular
efforts were made to recruit council tenants. These efforts succeeding in significantly increasing
the proportion of council tenants on the panel, but they still make up only 27% of the sample. This
pattern is evident across all four 'mini-panels', and is particularly marked in
Rutherglen/Cambuslang where council tenants make up 35% of the population but only 27% of the
panel.
Currently, the panel contains only 8 members from non-white ethnic groups, ie 0.6% of the panel.
Ethnic minorities make up less than 1% of the South Lanarkshire population, however, so this is
probably not an under-representation.
No population statistics are available for disability, so we cannot make an objective assessment of
the panel' s representativeness on this measure. Presently, 232 panel members (ie 16% of the panel)
claim to have a "long-term disability". There are some issues over the way in which this question is
worded (see later), and it seems likely that the question wording has influenced the proportion
giving this response. As a general rule, survey research tends not to under-represent people with
disabilities as a whole, but depending on the methodology, does tend to under-represent people with
particular disabilities. For example, 1.4% of the panel (ie 20 people) claim to have a visual
impairment. It is possible that this is an under-representation because those with visual disability
are less likely to respond to self-completion questionnaires, even if a large-print version is offered.
It should be noted that the panel has never claimed to be representative with respect to ethnicity or
disability.

In summary, the panel is justified in its claim to be representative of the South Lanarkshire
population on most available demographic measures 2 • The main exception remains housing tenure,
with council tenants being under-represented and owner-occupiers over-represented.
There are certain sub-groups of the population that are systematically 'missed' by the recruitment
methods used for the panel. This applies particularly to 'marginalised' groups such as homeless
people or those with learning disabilities. We would not, however, suggest that extra efforts be
made to include such groups on the panel, since they are less likely than the general population to
participate in such research projects. To truly understand them, it is necessary to design bespoke
research projects using methods with which the individuals concerned feel comfortable - and
panels/postal questionnaires/group discussions do not fit this description as a general rule.
Demographics, however, are only one part of the assessment. What is more difficult to assess is the
extent to which the panel is attitudinally representative (and behaviourally representative) of the
South Lanarkshire population. The only way to assess this scientifically would be to carry out an
experiment whereby the same survey was administered to panel members and a representative
sample of the general public, and the results compared.

2

It is important to bear in mind, however, that we can make this claim only for variables for which population data are
available.

Page 6

•

RBAresearc
h•••

Intuitively, one would expect those who agree to join a panel to be somehow 'different' to the
population at large. They may be more 'pro-public service organisations' and/or more 'publicspirited', and people who are disaffected, socially excluded or feel negative towards public service
providers may be less likely to feel it is worthwhile to participate. On the other hand, those with a
grievance may use the panel as an opportunity to express their dissatisfaction. It is therefore likely
that, attitudinally, panel members are atypical. Furthermore, over time it is reasonable to expect
that panel members become even less typical, because they tend to become better-informed about
public policy and services (and they certainly become more used to filling in questionnaires!).
Some comparative analysis has been carried out in the past, eg comparing the health data collected
in the 1998 quality oflife survey with that collected by the Lanarkshire Health Board's 1996 Health
and Lifestyle Survey. This comparison suggests that panel members tend to rate their own health as
being better than the general public, exercise more and eat more fruit/vegetables. Because the two
surveys were not carried out at the same time, we cannot be 100% sure that the variations are due to
panel members being systematically 'different'. The variations are, however, sufficiently large to
suggest that a 'real' difference exists. This suggests a bias in the panel sample towards more
affluent members of the public, which is usually the case in panels involving postal recruitment and
postal surveys. The focus on recruiting council tenants as part of the first rotation will have
addressed this issue to some extent, but it may be useful to ask questions designed to test this.
A similar comparison was carried out between the 1998 quality of life survey and a 'community
survey' carried out in 1996. This analysis showed that, overall, panel members were just as likely
as the 'community survey ' sample to feel positively or negatively about their local area. Panel
members were, however, significantly less likely to rate their area as very good (as opposed to fairly
good). Again, whether this was due to the two-year gap between the surveys or a systematic
difference between panel members and the general public is a matter for debate, but it would be
unusual for such large differences to emerge over a two-year period. The depth interviews with
panel members reveal that some people's reasons for joining were that they had a particular
complaint about their area and wanted a forum to be able to get their views across (see later) - again
suggesting that they are somewhat atypical in their attitudes.
Although panel members tend to be less likely to give a very good rating, they are also less likely to
give a negative rating. This again suggests a bias towards those living in affluent areas.
Some of the concerns about panel representativeness would be allayed if a higher response rate to
recruitment could be achieved. For postal recruitment, the response rate in South Lanarkshire is
typically around 10% (ie for every 100 questionnaires issued, around 10 people will return one).
With postal recruitment, it is difficult to achieve a very high response rate, but a 10% response rate
could definitely be improved upon - and other methods (eg telephone or targeted face-to-face)
could be employed.
RBA recently carried out a postal panel recruitment exercise that achieved a response rate of 18%
without any reminders. We believe this was achieved through 'good practice' in terms of
questionnaire layout and mailout management, but a major factor was almost certainly the content
of the questionnaire.
The South Lanarkshire recruitment questionnaire consists solely of
demographic questions. To capture the interest of respondents, it is important to include some
attitudinal questions on subjects that are of general interest, eg quality of life, crime and health.
While this tends to lengthen the questionnaire, we believe this to be a worthwhile investment in
terms of persuading a higher proportion of those sampled to take part. Furthermore, it should result
in cost savings due to the need to mail out fewer questionnaires. Even an 18% response rate,
however, would still result in a panel that is open to criticism in terms of its representativeness .
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The recruitment questionnaire's layout is very basic and it would benefit from being laid out in a
more attractive and user-friendly way. Not only is this likely to increase response rates, but it
should also improve data quality by reducing the instances of questions - or parts of questions being left blank. RBA can supply examples of 'more attractive' questionnaires.
Panel members themselves say it is important that the panel is representative of the area in which
they live:
"It should be a complete cross section, 'cause where we live has a cross section,
professional people, unemployed, workers"
Female, ex-panel member

Many feel they represent the people living in their local area or particular sections of society:
"Yes, I think so, this area has a lot of retired people"
Male, regular respondent

"I represent people with disabilities and carers, as my husband is disabletf"
Female, ex-panel member
Others, however, are less sure about the panel's representativeness. Perceptions about the type of
people who are on the panel differ, and some find it difficult to imagine how the panel is actually
made up:
"Old, grey hair, grandfather, ex-army colonel"
Male, irregular respondent

"I don't know, I've never met another one"
Male, regular respondent
Among panel members, the 'lay person's definition of representativeness appears to apply, ie the
panel should ensure that 'ordinary' people from different walks of life are given the chance to have
their say. This does not necessarily mean that the panel should have a fully representative profile,
but it should ensure that all sectors of society are given the chance to participate.
Objectively, we can conclude that the Panel is demographically representative (this goal has been
achieved because this goal has been set!) but we cannot say it is representative in other respects
(behaviourally and attitudinally - this has not been sought or tested). Over time, it is almost
certainly not representative (more due to conditioning than attrition), but this is the nature of panels.

3

Please note that this respondent was recruited in her own right, not specifically to represent disabled people or carers.
This quote represents her own personal opinion.
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2.2

Factors Influencing Participation

The graph below illustrates how response rates have varied across the different quantitative surveys
that have taken place among the panel. It shows a healthy start, then a general downward trend for
the first year (not affected by the top-up). The panel rotation exercise in Spring 2000 was followed
by an upturn in response rates, and then there was a peak for the survey on health issues before
returning to the same level of response as was being achieved prior to the panel rotation.

South Lanarkshire Panel Response Rates
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It is known that several factors influence response rates for postal surveys, including:

•
•
•
•
•
•

The subject matter (interest and perceived importance/relevance)
The complexity of the questions
The layout/appearance of the questionnaire
The survey management (eg clear branding, colour of envelopes, day of week on which
questionnaires are mailed out, class of postage)
Reminders (number and tone)
Timing in relation to other surveys

It is likely that a combination of the above factors have caused the variation in response rates
among panel members. An issue that applies more to a panel than to ad hoc surveys is the
judgement made by panel members about whether or not anyone is listening to their views. If a
panel member has completed surveys in the past but believes that nothing has happened as a result,
it is natural for him/her to think twice about completing the next questionnaire that is sent.

As well as variations in response rate by survey, response rates also vary across different subgroups. For all surveys up to and including the health survey in July 2000, the response rate among
women was 2-3 percentage points higher than it was for men. For the two most recent surveys,
however, this has not been the case.
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With respect to age, there is less of an obvious pattern. For surveys of a more general nature, eg
quality of life and community planning, response rates are considerably higher among those aged
35+ than among younger panel members, and tend to peak in the 45-54 age group. Indeed,
response rates among those aged 16-17 tend to be around 20 percentage points lower than the
overall response rate for a particular survey. This is one of many indications that the panel is not
necessarily the best way to research the views of young people, and leads us to question whether it
is worth expending significant resources to ensure that they are represented on the panel in their
correct proportions.
The main exception to this rule is the first council budget survey, for which the response rates
varied very little across age groups. This may have suggested that this is a subject in which young
people are just as likely as older people to be interested. This pattern was not, however, replicated
for the second council budget survey - for this survey, the response rate among under-25s was
considerably lower than for those aged 35+. It is difficult to explain why this may be. It is possible
that one or other of these response patterns is simply a 'rogue result'. Alternatively, it may be the
case that panel members recalled being asked similar questions before - perhaps younger panel
members are more likely to feel that action had not been taken as a result of the first budget survey
and therefore could not see the point in taking part in the second budget survey.
Generally speaking, the response rates of elderly panel members tend to be broadly in line with the
overall response rate. The main exception to this rule was the play areas survey, for which those
aged 55+ returned response rates lower than those aged 35-54. This is to be expected, since older
people are less likely to make use of play areas and are therefore less likely to see this subject as
relevant to them. This raises the question of whether it is appropriate to send 'blanket' mailings to
all panel members, when certain subjects are more relevant to certain sub-groups.
It is often suspected that those in full-time work are less likely to respond to surveys, and retired
people are more so. In the case of the South Lanarkshire panel, neither of these is true. Indeed,
self-employed panel members tend to return higher response rates than most other groups. Students
and unemployed panel members, on the other hand, consistently return response rates that are lower
than average.

With the exception of the first quality of life survey and the community plan survey, the response
rates of owner-occupiers tend to be higher than those of panel members who rent their homes.
Similarly, those with fewer qualifications tend to return lower response rates than do those with
Highers/degrees. This suggests that postal surveys tend to more suitable for those with higher
educational attainments, and again calls into question the suitability of using this method for all
sub-groups of the population.
It would be reasonable to suppose that people who are 'active in the community' would be more
likely to respond to surveys. In the case of those who serve on PT As/School Boards, this is true,
but no such pattern is evident among those who are members of Community Councils or
Tenants/Residents' Associations. Perhaps members of the latter two groups feel they have other
ways of making their views known.

Overall, there is little difference between those with a disability and the rest of the population in
terms of response rates to different panel surveys. The main exception is those with a visual
impairment. Despite there being only a few on the panel, their response rates are so much lower
than the norm that we can conclude they probably find it more difficult to participate. The
exceptions to this pattern are the quality of life surveys, suggesting that the way these
questionnaires are laid out should be used as the model for all panel questionnaires so as to make it
easier for those with sight problems.
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RBA has also carried out some analysis of the response patterns of individual panel members. We
worked out the number of surveys/qualitative projects in which each individual has been invited to
participate, then calculated the proportion of these in which they had actually participated. This
analysis shows that 8% of current panel members have never participated in a panel project. Most
(54%) have participated in 60% or more of the projects to which they have been invited to
contribute, but only 13% have participated in all of them. The mean participation rate is 59%, ie the
'average' panel member responds to 59% of the projects to which they are invited to contribute.
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The following chart shows how participation rates vary by age group. It shows that, on average,
those aged under 25 participate in only 41 % of the surveys/groups to which they are invited.
Indeed, in the under-25 age group, one in five (19%) has never taken part in a panel project.
Participation rates peak in the 35-54 age group - panel members in this age group participate in an
average of two-thirds of the projects to which they are invited to contribute.
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Participation rates are very slightly higher among female panel members than among male panel
members - 14% of women and 11% of men have participated in all the surveys/groups to which
they have been invited.
Those living in privately owned accommodation tend to have higher participation rates than do
council tenants. On average, owner-occupier s take part in 63% of the projects to which they are
invited, but the equivalent figure for council tenants is 50%.
Panel members themselves identify several factors that influence their decisions about whether or
not to participate in a particular survey or proj ect:
•
•
•
•
•

Methodolog y
Layout/design of questionnaires
Time/lifest yle
Action being taken as a result
Attention to detail

Their perceptions strongly support the conclusions drawn by the objective analysis described above.
Those interviewed say they prefer to fill in a postal questionnaire to taking part in any other form of
consultation, such as telephone surveys or group discussions. Postal questionnaires appear to be the
most convenient way for residents to give their views:

"I can answer the questions at my leisure"
Male, ex-panel member
Bear in mind, however, that this is to be expected, because the panel was recruited via a postal
questionnaire, and hence will consist of people for whom this is the preferable option with respect
to methodology. Had the panel been recruited via telephone or face-to-face interviews, it is likely
that a different pattern would have emerged.
A number of those interviewed have positive comments about how the questionnaires are presented
and how clearly the questions are worded. This clearly has encouraged them to respond:
"Very simple forms, very basic, no in-depth questions and the length was fine"
Female, ex-panel member
"Quite straightforward, good format, --?asyto understand"
Female, regular respondent

Some however, mainly irregular responders, say the subjects covered on the questionnaires are
repetitive, too superficial and/or dull, and this can put them off completing them:
"They are very repetitive"
Female, irregular respondent

"I think they could concentrate on one or two aspects of the council services, for example
education or social work rather than a broad spectrum ... sometimes they are too
superficial"
Male, regular respondent
"I would like space to give my own personal views about particular subjects"
Female, irregular respondent
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Busy lifestyles resulting in a lack of time to fill in questionnaires also affects participation:
"I've always got other things to do"
Male, irregular respondent

Actually seeing action and improvements being made by the partner organisations as a result of the
research findings is also a big factor in influencing whether panellists fill in a survey or not:
"Ifpeople could see physical improvements, roads better, kept cleaner it would encourage
more people and more would be interested"
Male, irregular respondent
"Sometimes I just feel it's a waste of time"
Male, irregular respondent

Lack of attention to detail, eg incorrect spelling of a name, can also be detrimental to participation
rates. Note that even though such errors may be made by third parties, panel members tend to hold
the council responsible:
"They spelt my name wrong, which wasn't a good start"
Female, over subscriber

2.3

Comparing Expectations and Experience - Panel Members

Despite it being clearly stated that participation in the recruitment survey would result in
membership of the panel, some current and ex-panel members feel it was not clear whether it was a
one-off survey or a survey that would be followed by others. Others, however, picked up on the
continuous nature of the exercise:

"I thought it was a one off questionnaire about services"
Male, irregular respondent
"I thought it was a one off questionnaire, I should have been told there'd be more"
Female, ex-over subscriber
"I was aware it was a panel - it was all explained in the recruitment questionnaire"
Female, ex-panel member

There is also some confusion surrounding the number of times panellists expect to be contacted
over a year. These responses may also give a clue as to why more people do not respond to the
initial recruitment questionnaire:
"Every six months, I think"
Male, ex-panel member

"I thought I might be badgered, that there was going to be someone on the telephone all
the time"
Female, regular respondent
"I had no idea how many surveys there would be a year"
Female, regular respondent
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Some panel members expect there to be more questions about their own local area, rather than the
district as a whole. This is a very common pattern - and RBA consistently finds that people are
more concerned about what happens locally than about what happens across a county or district. If
they feel that insufficient emphasis is being placed on local issues, they are likely to be deterred
from participating:

"I thought there would be more questions about my local area"
Male, ex-panel member
"They asked about the whole district, there was nothing for [my area] alone"
Female, irregular respondent

Panel members tend not to be aware of the panel Partnership. They are generally surprised to hear
that organisations other than the council are involved in the panel, but tend to be very positive about
their involvement:
"I noticed it said in their letters 'and the partners' and I was going to ask you who they
were"
Male, regular respondent

"It's important other organisations input because it all affects the community and it
would definitely benefit the health board"
Female, regular respondent

"I think it's good they work together, as normally one provider doesn't know what the
other one is doing"
Male, irregular respondent
A few, however, express concern about data protection and criticise what they perceive to be a 'lack
of honesty' from the council for not making it clear at the beginning that other organisations are
involved:

"I think it should ju st be the council, it 's confidential to the council, that' s why I applied
in the fir st pla ce. It should be made clear at the start"
Female, regular respondent
"I object to my details being pa ssed on to other organisations "
Female, irregular respondent
A number of over-subscribers say they were surprised that they were not immediately included in
the panel; very few expected to be put on a 'waiting list'. Generally they do not mind being on a
'waiting list', but feel they should get more feedback on panel activity and more acknowledgement
of their existence and that they have not been forgotten. It is clear that the sending of ·panel
newsletters is not seen as sufficient.
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2.4

Do Panel Members Believe They Have Contributed to Decision-Making?

There is quite a lot of scepticism about whether the views and comments made by panel members
are actually listened to by the Partnership. Some feel that the panel is 'just a PR exercise', a way of
making residents and other local authorities feel that residents are being consulted and their views
listened to and used to influence decisions, but with little actually changing as a result of the panel.

"I have doubts about the power that the panel generates, feel it's just a paper
exercise ... I'm very cynical"
Female, ex-over subscriber
"If they bother to set up a panel, they need to be prepared to listen more and try to finance
things for the good of the area ... action that is not just window dressing"
Female, ex-over subscriber
"People like to think they have had some input, how much ofit that is used I don't know"
Female, ex-panel member
"Just keeping someone in a job and nothing being done"
Male, irregular respondent

There is some support and understanding of the difficulties the Partnership faces when trying to
consult and put into action the recommendations made by residents, and some are convinced that
attention is paid to their responses:

"I think they do {listen] because I did send one snotty reply about the state of the roads,
and I got a telephone call asking why I had done this"
Female, regular respondent
"I'm sure they do. They're between a rock and a hard place. For example I want my
roads f,xed tomorrow, there's no money until next year, and you've got to convince people
of that and it's difficult"
Male, regular respondent

2.5

Why Do People Choose to Join, Stay or Leave the Panel?

The two main reasons given by panel members ror deciding to join the panel are a general interest
in local matters, and a feeling of 'civic duty':
"I'm interested in what goes on"
Female, over subscriber

"I wanted to put my opinions across and it seemed like a good way as I can't get out to do
it"
Female, ex-panel member

"I was just being a responsible citizen. I also felt that we should have more voices from
this end of South Lanarkshire"
Male, irregular respondent
"I used to work for the council, I am aware of the benefits of consulting the public"
Male, over subscriber
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Some joined because they had a particular 'axe to grind' about the local area or public services, and
felt this was a good way to get their point of view across:
"/joined because of the state of the local area, it's like a bombsite, the place is awash with
drugs"
Male, irregular respondent
Reasons for staying on or coming off the panel generally reflect the reasons for taking part in
particular surveys. It seems the key reason for people choosing to leave ( as opposed to being deselected) is a perception that 'no-one is listening', or that the content of the questionnaires are not
realistic/actionable. Suggestions for more appropriate content included: services, policing, social
issues and local communities in general.
"We were at cross purposes, I just felt there was no point continuing. Whatever I said
was not going to make a difference, they were not going to do it"
Male, ex-panel member
Being asked to disclose personal details to the Partnership is another thing which panel members
say is likely to make them want to leave the panel or take part less often. This should be borne in
mind when deciding on subjects for future panel consultation:

"I wouldn't be prepared to disclose matters relating to personal income or religious
beliefs'"
Male, regular respondent
In general, however, those who have gone to the trouble of joining the panel are very positive and

are happy to stay on the panel until their 'time is up' and someone else is given the chance to
express their views and opinions .
"Normal people's voices are very seldom heard, I'm in favour of the panel"
Male, irregular respondent
Analysis of the profile of ex-panel members shows that the drop-out rate is higher among certain
groups than others. This analysis is based on the ex panel members who have left the panel of their
own accord (ie not as part of the first rotation). The profile of these people has been compared with
the profile of the current panel on a number of demographic variables, revealing that those most
likely to 'drop off the panel include:
•
•
•
•
•

Those aged 65+
Women
Those with a disability (of any nature)
Those with no qualifications or only a School Leaving Certificate
Council tenants

Younger people are not more likely to pull out of the panel altogether but, in addition to being
harder to obtain at the recruitment stage, they are more likely to simply not respond to the
questionnaires they are sent or to be irregular responders.

4

It should be noted that this type of information has never been sought from panel members, and there are no plans to
do so in future
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It is highly likely that several of the above groups are related, eg older people are more likely to
have a disability and less likely to have qualifications. It is not possible to be 100% confident about
which of these variables has the greatest influence, but it is reasonable to suppose that age is a
major factor (older people are more likely to die or become too ill to participate).

Those least likely to 'drop off the panel include:
•
•
•

Those aged 35-44
Those in full-time work
Those on the Hamilton 'mini -panel'

The striking differences by age are illustrated by the following graph. It shows, for example, that
25% of current panel members are aged 35-44, but only 14% of 'drop-outs' are in this age group.
Conversely, 15% of current panel members are aged 65+, but 41 % of 'drop-outs' are aged 65+ .
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Incentives

2.6.1 Financial Incentives
There are mixed feelings from panel members about the use of incentives to encourage participation
in focus groups . Some think it is necessary to offer payment to panel members who take part in
group discussions but others say it is a 'wa ste of money' , and 'most people will attend anyway'.
"It would be a great help and aid to involvement"
Male, regular respondent

"I was surpr ised when yo u mentioned it, I would do it anyway but there is a limit to publi c
spirite dness these days "
Male, regular respondent
"/f it was interesting enough the money wouldn 't make any difference to me"
Female, regular respondent
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"It's not the reason why I would do it ... / think it's a bad thing as people only go along for
the money"
Male, irregular respondent

"I don't think they should, it's money that is not benefiting the community"
Female, regular respondent
Despite there being some panel members who claim they would attend a group without the offer of
a financial incentive, all the objective evidence suggests that turnout rates for focus groups would
be extremely low if incentives were not offered. RBA would therefore recommend that the current
incentive policy be continued.
There are very consistent messages when it comes to incentives for filling in questionnaires and
surveys - all of those interviewed say this is totally unnecessary. Interestingly, however, their
reasons for thinking this tend to be 'it would only encourage the 'wrong' type of people':
"It would probably encourage some but I think it is wrong that you have to pay people to
take part"
Male, irregular respondent
"You 're going to get some right nutters just filling forms in for cash ... they fill in rubbish"
Female, regular respondent
"It would encourage the wrong type of people who just want the money"
Female, regular respondent
Experiments have shown that financial incentives can have a positive effect on response rates to
panel surveys. The 1992-1997 British Election Panel Study (BEPS) involved such an experiment panel members were sent an unconditional £5 payment just before being asked to take part in a
survey. The authors conclude that "sending a monetary incentive in advance produced a significant
effect on response rate" (Lynn, Taylor & Brook, 1997). It was, however, also noted that the
sending of an incentive for one survey has a relatively small effect on propensity to respond to
future surveys. In other words, for a financial incentive to be effective over the long term, it must
be offered each time the panel member is asked to participate.
Although statistically significant, in absolute terms the 'incentive effect' on response rates to
quantitative surveys is quite small (usually around 3-4 percentage points). Other issues (eg subject
matter of survey, questionnaire layout, reminders) appear to have a far stronger effect. RBA's view
is that the additional expense of offering an incentive is not justified by the small increase in
response rates. Objective evidence from the South Lanarkshire par1el and other self-completion
surveys shows that it is possible to get acceptably high response rates to quantitative surveys
without the need for financial incentives, so there appears to be no compelling argument for
introducing them.
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2.6.2 Feedback
Panel members generally appreciate some feedback explaining what activities are taking place as a
result of the panel's existence. There are, however, some negative comments about the amount of
money that is being spent on newsletters, and criticism of the information that is relayed within
them.
"They do spend an awful lot of money saying what they are doing and what they're going
to do, I don't think we need a glossy brochure every few months ... put it in the library,
council offices or paper we all look at that"
Male, regular respondent

"I remember receiving newsletters, but I did not read them as I was too busy"
Male, irregular respondent
"I would like it to be more personal, addressing my issues but I don't think they can do
that"
Female, regular respondent
Over-subscribers in particular say they are lacking feedback on panel activities, they feel out of
touch with the panel and ' forgotten' by the Partnership. In order to keep people interested in the
panel, regular contact must be made with members, especially with over-subscribers. The fact that
over-subscribers tend not to be aware of the efforts made to keep in touch with them suggests that
the methods currently used are not suitable for them. For example, the first quote below shows that
not all over-subscribers are aware that they have been sent information from the Partnership:
"The first contact I had was from RBA, I thought it was strange, we should have had
contact by the council before now"
Fem ale, ex-over subscriber
"It is helpful to remind people on the panel how it works and up date us on news"
Male, over subscriber
RBA's view is that the provision of feedback is crucial to a successful panel. We have already seen
that a feeling that 'no-one is listening' is a major factor in panel members becoming disillusioned.
The importance of maintaining their interest would therefore seem to outweigh the risk of a few
panel members feeling that feedback is a waste of money. The key is to provide feedback that
panel members perceive to be valuable, ie giving them information that is well-targeted (eg specific
to their area) and that clearly demonstrates that the Partnership is paying attention to their views.
Despite what panel members may say, the presentation of the information is also extremely
important. RBA has carried out numerous pieces of research on communications, and consistently
finds that attractive, colourful and informative literature is far more likely to be read than
information that appears dull or 'cheap'. The trick is to strike a balance between looking readable
and looking too 'flashy'.
That said, each piece of feedback must be interesting in terms of content (ie be relevant) not just be
made more attractive. Residents want examples of action by the council and its partners, not just a
summary of what panel members said.
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2.6.3 Social Events/Presentations
Panel members are not generally in favour of social events or presentations involving large numbers
of panel members - they tend to feel that the events would be unproductive and a waste of money.
Some, however, would be interested in smaller, less formal events, especially if they felt the people
hosting the event were sufficiently influential:
"Waste of money, it could be put to better use, it's just PR"
Female, regular respondent
"It would be interesting but far too impractical given the numbers ... I'd go to at least see
who the other people are, I haven 't a clue"
Male, regular respondent
"It would be too much like a rally ... more informal small groups is the way forward"
Male, irregular respondent
"People with influence and authority, those who make decisions need to be there, not just
a talking shop"
Male, irregular respondent

Marrying up the need for smaller gatherings with the needs of the partners, the logistics, etc, it
would be possible to hold an event in each of the four main sub-areas of South Lanarkshire. More
local meetings may be attended but the cost would have to be justified, eg by using them as a
recruiting tool - inviting a selection of panel members and a fresh sample so the latter can give their
views, hear more about the panel from existing panel members, and be encouraged to join .
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3

QUALITY OF OUTPUT

3. 1

Research Design

3.1.1 The Recruitment Questionnaire
As noted in the previous section, the design of the recruitment questionnaire would benefit from
some improvement in terms of its content and layout. In terms of the questions themselves, the
main one that would benefit from some attention is the 'qualifications' question. Information on
qualifications is notoriously difficult to collect in self-completion questionnaires, since there are so
many different types of qualification nowadays.
The current question has the advantage of simplicity, but the disadvantage of not making it clear
what counts within each category, particularly when it comes to vocational qualifications.
Furthermore, it does not offer an 'other' option (although many respondents clearly do write in
'other' responses). The omission of an 'other' option is likely to lead to people with certain types
of qualification ticking the 'no qualifications' box because they will assume that their
qualification(s) is not a valid response. This means that the data are likely to be flawed, and
perhaps that the respondent will feel their qualifications are somehow devalued.
To get round this problem, a longer and more complex question would need to be designed . To
date, the Partnership has not used this question for analysis purposes, but merely for supplementary
information. This being the case, the continuing inclusion of this question in the recruitment
questionnaire should be questioned.
There are also some concerns over the way in which the 'disability' question has been asked.
Respondents are asked to state whether or not they have a "long-term disability", but there is no
indication of what is meant by the description "long-term". It is therefore reasonable to suppose
that different panel members have interpreted it in different ways. This means that the data will be
flawed. Again, this question has so far been used for supplementary information rather than
detailed analysis.
The problems with the qualifications and disability questions are precisely the kind of thing that can
be identified through thorough piloting of self-completion questionnaires. A 'proper' pilot would
consist of taking the questionnaire to members of the public and watching them complete it/asking
them about areas of confusion. Although a pilot of the recruitment survey did take place, it seems
that it was done merely to work out the likely response rate rather than find out whether or not the
questions and the general approach were appropriate.
In entering the demographic data, it appears that little or no filtering is carried out. For example,
the question about wheelchair use is only meant to be answered by those with a mobility disability.
Considerable numbers of other respondents have answered it, however, and these erroneous
responses have not been edited out at the data-processing stage, running the risk of
misinterpretation of these data. RBA has not examined the datafiles for surveys other than the
recruitment surveys, but would recommend that this be done in future, in case similar filtering
errors occur.

Page 21

•

RBAresearch
•••

3.1.2 Other Questionnaires
It is a 'fact of life' in research that some topics will arouse more interest in respondents than others
- as evidenced by the variation in response rates to different panel surveys. It is logical to suppose

that the more 'interesting' topics that can be covered using the panel, the more likely it is that panel
members will remain committed to the panel for longer. It is therefore important to plan a
programme ofresearch in advance, seeking out 'high interest' topics if they do not arise naturally also allowing residents to 'set the agenda' to some extent.
It is, however, also a fact oflife that some 'drier' topics still require public consultation, so it would

be unrealistic to ban them from the panel! Indeed, this would be a wasted opportunity, since panel
members, having made a commitment to contribute to public consultation, are more likely than the
public as a whole to respond to consultation on 'dry' topics. The challenge is to make the
experience more interesting for them, and that means being more creative and innovative in the way
their views are collected. This is particularly important for so-called 'hard-to -reach ' groups such as
young people, who nearly always return lower response rates to surveys.
A good example is the 'Opinionmeter'. While this has its methodological limitations, for certain
projects it is extremely useful thanks to its user-friendliness and being fun to use.
RBA would certainly question the use of 'blanket' postal questionnaires for topics such as
budgetary priorities - it may be better to just send questionnaires to regular responders. As well as
the issue of lack of interest, we also think it unrealistic to expect panel members to reach a sensible
decision on complex issues without the opportunity to deliberate and ask questions. The counterargument to this is that, having had the opportunity to deliberate and ask questions, the views of
participants will probably not be typical of the population at large. It is certainly important to know
the concerns of the general public, but RBA would argue that it is not necessary to send out a
difficult and 'boring' questionnaire to find out what their broad concerns are. A relatively short and
simple survey could be followed up with some more in-depth research with a smaller sample.
We will see later that some research users disregard the views of the public precisely because the
user thinks that the public does not have access to the information required to reach a sensible
decision. The Partnership has provided information to panel members for certain research projects,
either along with a questionnaire or in advance of a survey/qualitative exercise. This is a good
research practice for certain types of project, and when appropriate this approach should be
continued. In some cases, however, the sending out of information is not sufficient without
allowing participants to deliberate and ask questions, ie requiring a qualitative approach. If it can
be demonstrated that they have had the chance to do so, the research results are likely to have far
greater impact. This will require some effort to educate research users about the different
techniques that are available, because many of them will be very attached to the idea of 'hard
statistics' as opposed to qualitative data.
RBA has examined the content and presentation of all the self-completion questionnaires so far
issued to the panel. These exhibit some good practice, and some areas for improvement:
Good Practice

•
•
•
•
•

Clear branding and consistent design
Use oflarge print
Use of bold type to distinguish questions from answer categories
Use of 'white space' to make the questionnaire appear attractive and easy to complete
Inclusion of questions that are of general interest to the public
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•

The use of grids to help respondents tick the right box (only the performance information
questionnaire does this - several of the others would have benefited from it)

Areas for Improvement

•
•
•

•

•

•

•

•

Attempting to squeeze too much information onto one page, leading to 'cramped' layout which
is extremely off-putting and can make it difficult to answer questions accurately
Not making it clear where one question stops and the next one starts (eg by leaving a large gap,
or putting boxes round questions)
Excessively long questions that either go onto two pages or need to be 'squashed' onto one page
- if this is unavoidable (which is rare), landscape layout can be more appropriate than portrait,
and grids must be used to avoid respondents mistakenly ticking the wrong box because they
cannot tell which box(es) go with which question
Use of 'unactionable' questions, eg those that ask for an overall rating without trying to identify
exactly where residents think improvements need to be made. In particular the questions in the
'health' section of the quality of life questionnaire are unlikely to yield useful data - indeed,
some steering group members and service providers pointed this out during their interviews.
For example, asking people for an average number of cigarettes smoked per day rarely yields
accurate figures, because many smokers' habits vary depending on the day of the week and
other external influences. Similarly, the concept of 'phy sical activity' is a complex one that
cannot be adequately summed up in one question
Inconsistency within the same questionnaire, eg changing from a 'tick box' to a 'circle' format,
instructing respondents to put a cross in a box at some questions but a tick at others, changing
from circles to boxes and back again
Asking questions that are too difficult for self-completion surveys, eg QS of the council
spending survey which asks the respondent to allocate an additional £10 million by writing in
the amount they would allocate to each service (and compounds the problem by not giving them
enough space to do so!)
Asking leading questions eg Q7 on the council spending survey, which asks if respondents
agree/disagree that the council should prioritise budgets for education/social work, without
saying which other services receive lower priority. The play areas survey contained several
leading questions such as 'do you think this is a good idea?'
Putting background information on a different page to the questions that relate to it

The fact that there are so many areas for improvement suggests that more thorough piloting of
questionnaires needs to take place. RBA usually recommends face-to-face piloting of selfcompletion questionnaires, with a view to observing respondents as they complete questionnaires,
and asking them direct questions about areas of difficulty or ambiguity.
Given the above, it may be that the Partnership needs to give more emphasis to questionnaire
design, either through access to internal expertise or from an external source. RBA is aware that the
Partnership has used a variety of external agencies, but the emphasis may be on seeking inexpensive
fieldwork and/or data processing rather than design expertise.
3.1.3 Deciding on the Appropriate Methodology
Most service providers seem to be very dependent on the 'panel team' to recommend appropriate
methodologies for their consultation projects, because they do not have the expertise to do this
themselves. Some service providers say that this is inevitable to some extent and report that they
are happy to depend on the Team - and say that they have been happy with the advice and support
they have received. Others, however, report having been somewhat disappointed with the
methodology used, and this is usually because they do not fully understand what outputs they are
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likely to get until the project is complete. For example, a service provider who commissioned some
qualitative work expressed disappointment with the "small sample size", suggesting that there was
an unrealistic expectation of what the research would deliver. This may be an issue of ensuring that
the appropriate methodology is used for each project, but more likely it is an issue of better
managing the expectations of panel users, telling them at the outset what outputs they can (and
cannot) expect, and why a particular methodology is appropriate. It is difficult in a situation where
much of this is new to service providers, and it is difficult to strike the right balance in terms of
what they need to know, but there certainly needs to be on-going education as well as providing
specific services to those using the Panel.
Some steering group members and service providers seem to be under the impression that the panel
can only be used for 'basic' research using postal surveys and/or group discussions. This may
simply be due to a lack of awareness of other research methods, but it may be due to a belief that
this is all one can do with a panel. There is definitely potential to be more creative in designing
panel research projects, particularly when it comes to qualitative methods. Indeed, our research
suggests that panel members tend to be particularly receptive to more 'in -depth' projects involving
a greater degree of commitment from them. For example, 'deliberative' research methods require
participants to consider new issues or information before coming to a final conclusion on an issue.
This will usually require them to attend more than one session and/or to do some 'homework' in
their own time. Such methods are particularly useful when consulting on complex issues such as
budgetary priorities or political structures.

3.2

Sample Design and Size

The panel set out to be representative of the population of South Lanarkshire, and RBA's view is
that the sample design was appropriate, given this aim. As mentioned elsewhere in this report,
however, the aim of complete representativeness is not necessarily appropriate, so the sample
design is worth revisiting in terms of its geographical coverage/numbers in particular sub-groups.
The appropriateness of the sample size is more questionable. Having 400 members per area makes
sense if the objectives of the panel are such that it is important to be able to look at each area
separately and carry out sub-group analysis within areas. RBA has, however, found little evidence
that this depth of analysis has been required. This indicates that a smaller sample would have
served the purposes to which the panel has so far been put.
In terms of the purposes to which the panel could be put, however, a larger sample would certainly
bring some benefits. For example, it would allow certain smaller sub-groups of the population or
geographical areas to be targeted with more confidence that there are sufficient numbers on the
panel to allow reliable analysis. It would also facilitate more targeted qualitative research.
As we will see later, the sample design does restrict the use that certain partner organisations and
services feel they can make of the panel. To overcome this problem, there are two main options
(which are not mutually exclusive):
•
•

Extend the boundaries of the panel sample beyond South Lanarkshire to include all areas
covered by all partner organisations
Have 'booster panels' for key sub-groups of the population (eg low-income households, social
tenants, those living in regeneration areas, users of specific services) to allow targeting of these
groups for particular projects

The use of 'booster panels' would not necessarily mean a significant increase in the overall size of
the panel, because certain groups could be boosted at the expense of others when the time comes to

Page 24

•

RBAresearch
•••

carry out the next rotation. This would, of course, mean that the overall panel would not have a
representative profile, and this may be politically and/or methodologically unacceptable to the
Partnership. But a representative profile could be achieved if required, using appropriate sampling
and weighting techniques.
Clearly, there would be implications for resourcing and managing the panel if either or both of these
options were to be implemented. For example, sampling for individual surveys would be more
complex, because it is unlikely that everyone on the panel would be relevant for all surveys. It
would also mean that weighting of the data would be more complex and require a high degree of
technical knowledge.

3.3

Database Management

The management of a panel database to a high standard is - as the council has discovered - an
extremely time-consuming activity. In the main, it appears that this aspect of panel management
has been carried out to a reasonably high standard. There is a perception that this has, however,
been due more to the diligence of the team at the council than to efforts made by the research
agencies used. Please note that RBA did not speak to any of these agencies during the course of
this evaluation, so this point is made based solely on the views of steering group members.
Despite the efforts of the team at the council, some errors have remained undetected, eg duplicate
names on the database. RBA also encountered several problems when analysing the database for
representativeness, eg information being entered into the wrong field on the database (most - but by
no means all - of these errors occurred among panel members recruited in September 1999). While
some degree of error is to be expected on a database of this size and complexity, it appears that
more could be done either to prevent such errors occurring in the first place and/or to highlight them
when they are made. One option would be to insist on 'double-entering' of crucial items of
information on the database (but this would mean the cost of database maintenance would increase).
It may help to avoid analysis errors if information were entered onto the database using code
numbers rather than 'longhand' responses. For example, when analysing the work status of panel
members, RBA encountered eight different ways of recording 'full-time work', simply because
those entering the data had used eight different forms of words! This type of problem means that
any analysis of the database will take considerably longer than it needs to. The use of code
numbers would also speed up the process of entering information, which should help to offset the
additional costs of 'double-entering' the data (see above).

Another source of potential error is the way in which 'other' answers are dealt with by those
inputting the data from the recruitment questionnaires. There seems to be little consistency in this,
and virtually no 'back-coding'. For example, at the 'highest qualification' question, a number of
unlisted qualifications have been typed in, presumably because the respondents wrote them in rather
than ticking one of the pre-coded boxes. These unlisted qualifications include 'MBA', which could
have been 'back-coded' as 'postgraduate degree'. It appears that those entering the data have been
given no instructions (or incorrect instructions) as to how to deal with this type of situation, which
results in the profiling analysis being flawed unless the analyst puts in considerable extra effort.
The issue of research agencies failing to update panel members' details accurately may be due to a
lack of understanding or experience on the part of the agencies concerned. It may, however, simply
be due to a lack of due care and attention. Such a task will always be more prone to error when the
responsibility for updating the database does not rest with a single organisation. If the Partnership
wishes external research agencies to carry out this task to a higher standard, the use of code

Page 25

•

RBAresearch
•••

numbers/double-entering should help, but it may also be necessary either to give a more thorough
briefing (perhaps using an instruction manual), or to resource this responsibility in-house.
Another option would be to hand over the entire management of the panel to a single research
agency, with the contract being renewable on a regular basis (eg every 2-3 years). This way, the
agency concerned would have more of an incentive to keep the database details accurate, since it
will have more of a commitment to the panel (and it will have to take the 'flak' if errors are made!).
If agency inexperience is a factor in errors being made, over time the agency concerned would
develop the experience necessary to meet the Partnership's expectations. It would also reduce the
workload for the steering group because it would not be necessary to go through a tendering process
for each project. It would be possible to arrange the contract so that the Partnership could continue
to run certain projects 'in-house' when appropriate.

3.4

Analysis & Reporting

As noted in the next section of the report, service providers are generally happy with the reports
they receive, but some are critical of the superficiality of the analysis. RBA would agree that far
more could be done in the way of sub-group analysis, but this is not necessarily the right approach
for every single survey - sometimes a summary report is all that is required.
The Partnership tells service providers that the data are retained for further analysis, but no service
providers have yet made use of the potential for more detailed analysis. In some cases, this is
probably because the 'topline' information is sufficient for them, but for others, it may be due to
their lack of understanding of how further analysis could enrich the data. Furthermore, the fact that
some are actively critical of the lack of detailed analysis suggests that, despite their being told that
further analysis can be carried out, the message is not being taken on board.
The key is to work with service providers and agencies to make sure that needs and expectations of
research users are met. In many cases, this will mean that service providers need to be educated as
to what is possible.
As with questionnaire design, the reports produced from panel research contain some examples of
good practice and some areas for improvement:
Good Practice
• Liberal use of charts and tables to illustrate the points being made
• Clear explanation of the messages delivered by charts/tables
• Summaries of sub-group variations
• Clear statements of which results are statistically significant and which are not
• Good use of sub-headings and 'signposts' to make it easy for the reader to find his/her way
around the report
• Clear 'trend tables' in the third Quality of Life report
• The production of Executive Summaries for wider dissemination
• Clear statements regarding methodology used, response rates etc
• 'Health warnings' given when base sizes are small
• The use of verbatim quotes to illustrate points made during qualitative research
Areas for Improvement
• Use of complex charts/tables without clear explanation of how they work or what they
demonstrate, eg using mean scores to rank responses without explaining the concept of mean
scores to the reader
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Even with simple charts/tables, relying on the reader's own ability to interpret what the
chart/table is illustrating, without explaining it clearly in the commentary
No index or table of contents, making it difficult to use the report as a reference document
Inconsistency in layout within the same report (eg different types of chart/table), making it more
difficult for the 'lay person' to interpret the results
No clear conclusions/recommendations arising from the research
The second Quality of Life report presents trend data in a confusing format, eg putting the
results from comparable surveys in different tables, thereby making the reader work hard to see
how attitudes have changed over time (the use of charts rather than/in addition to tables can help
with this)
No reference to base sizes in tables when looking at sub-group variations, so we have no way of
knowing whether or not variations are statistically significant - in some reports there is no
evidence at all of any statistical significance testing
Poor grammar
Poor proof-reading
Qualitative reports using quantitative reporting terminology, eg 'only two participants had heard
of this' - qualitative research should aim to explain rather than quantify
Qualitative reports giving space to views held by only one participant

RBA has not been able to assess the extent to which appropriate weighting has been carried out for
the quantitative surveys. It should be safe to assume that, when the research is carried out by a
professional agency, weighting is carried out as appropriate. If research is carried out internally,
however, there should be access to the technical expertise to ensure that weighting is done properly.
It appears that the results of the annual quality of life survey change little from one year to the next.
It may, therefore, be a more appropriate use of funds to decrease the frequency of this survey.

The variation in report quality is probably already known to the Partnership. This may already
taken into account when awarding contracts. If not, however, RBA would suggest either that future
tenders be let to agencies that can demonstrate their standard of their reports, or if a 'new' agency is
to be tried, the provision for a draft report be built into the contract.
3.5

Refreshmen't/Rotation

The methodology used for refreshment and rotation appears to be sound, resulting in the panel
profile being restored to a demographically representative position. Between refreshment/rotation
exercises, the Partnership carries out 'top-up' recruitment from the over-sub~criber list, always
attempting to maintain a representative profile.
There remains, however, the question of whether or not it is necessary to maintain a panel with a
representative profile. As the partner organisations have discovered, it takes an enormous amount
of effort to maintain such a profile, and the costs (in terms of both money and time) must be
balanced against the benefits.
Given the doubts over whether even a demographically
representative panel can ever be attitudinally or even behaviourally representative, it is worth
reconsidering whether representativeness should be a central aim of the panel. It could remain a
'good cross section' of the population, and as such still give a good idea of what the public thinks.
Or it could become a 'sounding board' suitable for researching particular issues, but not used if
there is a requirement for a truly representative sample. In either case, it would still remain a
resource from which targeted qualitative samples can be drawn.
Such an approach would mean that the panel would have to be marketed in a different way, eg
emphasising that a cost-effective approach means a focus on regular responders but, currently,
service providers believe the panel to be representative and expect it to continue to be so .
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If a truly representative sample is required for quantitative research, this would mean running ad
hoc surveys with fresh samples each time. With such an approach, there is a risk that the current
co-ordination of research activity would be lost. To overcome this, it would be necessary to create
a central 'consultation team' within the partner organisations, through which all consultation
activity is co-ordinated. There is no reason why different organisations or departments could not
continue to share space on the same questionnaire (up to a point!), so this approach would not
necessarily lead to a proliferation of surveys, leading to higher costs and 'consultation fatigue'
among the public.
Even if the Partnership decides that it is important for the panel to continue to have a representative
profile, consideration should be given to over-recruiting certain sub-groups, ie those that tend to
'drop out' of the panel and those that tend to return lower response rates to surveys (see earlier).
Methodologically, it is more important for respondents to individual surveys to be representative
than it is for the panel as a whole to be representative, since the survey analysis is based on
respondents rather than panel members. Tactically and politically, on the other hand, there could be
strong argument for ensuring that the panel membership can be shown to be representative .
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4

IMPACT ISSUES

4. 1

Impact on Panel Members

The panel has not really had a huge impact on panel members' lives. Due to the minimal contact
most have had with the panel, they do not feel greatly affected by its results or existence.
Despite this, mo st say it is a useful vehicle that allows them to air their opinions and views, which
they feel would be difficult to do if the panel did not exist:

"It's made it easier for me to get my views across"
Male, regular respondent
"Saves having to go to a meeting or go see a councillor, it's an easy way for me to put my
point s across "
Female , regula r respondent
"It's a good way to ge t views across when you have a busy lifestyle"
Male , irregular respondent

4.2

Do The Public Recognise Any Value In The Panel?

Panel members and over-subscribe rs are of the view that the panel is a valuab le means of consulting
the general public:

"It's a goo d idea from the p oint of view of ordinary people, not ju st councillors and
pr ofessionals "
Male , ex-pane l membe r
"I can exp ress views that I discuss locally with fr iends "
Female, regular respondent

"It is a very sincere attempt to fi nd out what peop le are thinking "
Male, regular respondent
As noted c:arlier, however, there is some scepticism about what the Partnership does with the
information gathered and what notice is taken:

"It depends how much notice they are taking and whether anybody listens to us"
Female, regular respondent

"I think if they take people's points of views into consideration it's worth it"
Male, ex-panel member
It was not part of the remit of this study to find out what the public in general thinks about the
panel. One would expect those who agree to be part of it to be in favour of such a mechanism.
They do, however, make up a relatively small proportion of the population of South Lanarkshire,
and we know nothing about the views of non-panel members. To gain a full answer to the question
of 'do the public recognise any value in the panel?', therefore, it would be necessary to carry out
some research among non-panel members.
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4.3

Impact on Partner Agencies

The panel has had a larger impact on certain partner agencies than on others. In all cases, there has
been an impact in terms of the time that steering group members have devoted to panel
management. In general, steering group members see this as being 'time well spent' in terms of
improving links between the different organisations and generally 'oiling the wheels' of Partnership
working. Some also feel that - as a result of being involved in the panel - the partner organisations
are now more likely to consider 'public services' generally rather than their own particular
service(s) in isolation when planning their activities. Access to the results of the 'quality of life'
surveys was presented as evidence for this, but RBA found little evidence that access to these data
has had an impact on the way partner organisations operate.
From the point of view of commissioning and using research, the impact has been variable. Indeed,
certain partner organisations have not used the panel to commission their own research at all
(although all have access to and appear to have an interest in the findings of research commissioned
centrally or by other partner organisations) .
Among those partner organisations that have made direct use of the panel, there is a perception that
the panel has had a positive impact in terms of raising the organisation's profile among the general
public. The interviews with panel members, however, show that this is only true of the council there is a lack of awareness of the involvement of other organisations.
Within organisations that have made direct use of the panel, there is also evidence that the panel has
contributed to a general raising of awareness among service providers about public consultation.
This is because it has been made relatively easy for them to carry out such consultation. There is a
danger, however, of relying too heavily on the panel rather than exploring appropriate
research/consultation methodologies when particular needs arise.
Some steering group members are of the view that the general 'qu ality oflife' surveys may not have
happened had the panel not existed. This may be true, but RBA's experience suggests that, at some
stage, South Lanarkshire Council would have commissioned such a survey, because most local
authorities that are committed to public consultation tend to commission such research. It may not,
however, have occurred annually without the existence of the panel (although there is a question
mark over whether it needs to occur annually - see earlier). Had such a survey been commissioned
solely by the council, it is possible that the partner agencies would not have had access to the
detailed results, and they almost certainly would not have had the same interest in the results.

4.4

Do The Partners Value The Panel/Does It Represent Value For Money?

There is a general perception that the panel is a good value for money approach, even among those
partner organisations who make little or no use of it for their own research purposes ( although SEL
questions whether it gets any value). It is felt to be a good investment from the point of view of
promoting Partnership working, and also having access to other organisations' panel data.
Furthermore, involvement in the panel is felt to have contributed to partners' understanding of
research methodology, eg the strengths and weakness of panels, the existence of external research
agencies, and the issues to be considered when setting up and running a panel.
The panel is also thought to be valuable from the point of view of providing a mechanism to consult
people who do not generally have the chance to 'have their say', although it is felt that more
tailored work is needed for some sub-groups, eg young people.
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In some partner organisations, there is very limited interest in the panel among service providers
and other personnel. In some cases, this appears to be due - at least in part - to a lack of 'internal
marketing'. There are, however, other issues that contribute to this lack of interest:

•
•

•

•

•

Other 'big' issues within the organisation can overshadow interest in consultation generally, eg
restructuring of the organisation.
Several of the partner organisations cover areas that are wider than that covered by the South
Lanarkshire panel. Results from panel consultation are, therefore, only of limited use to them.
If there is a need for rigorous/thorough public consultation from within these organisations, they
generally find it more cost-effective to conduct their own research using their organisation's
boundaries rather than those of the South Lanarkshire panel.
Similarly, the research projects that some of the organisations or service providers need to carry
out may need to concentrate on specific sub-groups of the population (eg tenants living on a
particular housing estate or unemployed people). The affected partners perceive that the panel
sample is not designed to allow this kind of targeting.
Not all of the partner organisations see themselves as being accountable (solely) to the public,
so they feel that their consultation needs to cover their 'true' stakeholders rather than the general
public as a whole.
If there is a need to 'track' public opinion over time, some partner organisations are aware that
the panel is not a suitable vehicle for this (see later), and therefore they use other forms of
consultation that are more suitable for tracking.

Many of these issues are very good reasons for not making more use of the panel. It is notable,
however, that steering group members appear not to have considered the possibility of changing the
panel profile so that it meets the needs of more partner organisations. There is also a lack of
awareness that, even if the panel does not contain large numbers of individuals fitting a particular
description (eg tenants of a particular estate), it could possibly be used as a 'start point' for selecting
such a sample, particularly for qualitative research.
As is often the case with Partnership initiatives, the continuing support of the initiative tends to rest
on the commitment of those 'higher up' in the partner organisations than the active steering group
members . Clearly, steering group members can play a significant role in influencing the views of
'the powers that be', but ultimately, the decision about future involvement rests with more senior
personnel. At present, there is no evidence to suggest that these personnel do not value the panel,
but if the decision is taken to continue with the panel, more could certainly be done to demonstrate
its benefits to them to ensure that they do realise its value, and continue to do so in future. This
would become particularly important if new people came into the relevant senior positions.

4.5

Effect Of The Panel On Partnership Working

There is clearly a very strong 'Partnership ethos' among the partner agencies, with all steering
group members and many service providers being aware that their organisations are committed to
Partnership working in principle.
It appears that the emphasis on partnership working would exist with or without the panel, because

senior members of the organisations involved are committed to this way of working. Nonetheless,
some steering group members are of the view that the panel has been a catalyst in helping to
develop the ways in which the partner organisations work together. There is a perception that, over
recent years, the partner organisations have begun to work in a more strategic and co-ordinated
way. While the panel is not considered to have caused this change, it is certainly thought to have
contributed to it.
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Steering group members tend to be happy with the way the steering group operates - for the most
part, it is thought to be a stable, cohesive group with personalities that work well and efficiently
together. This undoubtedly has many advantages (eg it is much easier to manage a small, stable
group), but it is important to bear in mind the potential disadvantages. For example, a group of
people that is very comfortable together is likely to - consciously or unconsciously - resist any
change that may threaten to take them out of their 'comfort zone'. A good example would be the
inclusion of other organisations in the steering group, eg health trusts (which is suggested later). It
is possible that some steering group members would find this 'threatening'.
There is an acceptance (as opposed to an embracing!) of the way the panel maintenance tasks have
been allocated. The actual amount of work involved in each task appears to vary greatly, although
it seems that not all steering group members are aware of this. Even among those who are,
however, there appears to be no resentment among those whose tasks are more onerous from a time
point of view. As with all such systems, RBA would suggest reviewing the allocation of these
tasks, to check whether or not the allocation is appropriate in terms of time spent and skills
required.
What does occasionally cause some resentment, however, is a perception that some partner
organisations do not fulfil their agreed responsibilities - or at least do not give them as high a
priority as their steering group colleagues would like. It appears that, when such a 'm ismatch of
expectations' occurs, it can be difficult to reach a compromise solution because the needs of the
different organisations can be different. To some extent, this is only to be expected when
undertaking a project such as the panel, and such 'm ismatches ' can only be minimised with better
understanding of the prioriti es and points of view of other organisations (to which we hope this
report will contribute!).

4.6

Effect Of The Panel On Exchange Of Information & Understanding Among
Partners

As noted above, the sharing of panel research data is acknowledged and generally appreciated
among partner organisations. Even if the subject matter of a piece of research is not directly
relevant to a partner organisatio n, there is often a degree of overlap (eg housing and education are
related to health issues). It is doubtful whether this amount of sharing of information would occur
without the existence of the panel , because those commissioning the research would be unlikely to
realise that it would be useful to other organisations or departments , or they may feel that others
should not have access to it.
Steering group members generally feel that they have a better understanding of the other partner
organisations as a result of the panel, simply by meeting and talking regularly. RBA found little
concrete evidence of this, however. For example, there does not seem to be much understanding of
why some partner organisations do not commission research through the panel , even though there
are often very good reasons for this (see earlier). That said, the fact that this evaluation is being
carried out - as an integral part of the panel initiative - should help to contribute to greater
understanding of this type of issue.
At times, it is extremely valuable to have all the partners developing and then using the same data,
rather than collecting data in different ways, getting slightly different results and, consequently,
pulling in different directions.
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4. 7

Impact on Elected Members

Among the two politicians to whom RBA spoke during this evaluation, there is much evidence of
the value that they place on public consultation, and on the panel as an effective method of
consulting the public. There is, however, little evidence that the panel per se has had much direct
impact on them or elected members generally.
Data from public consultation generally seems to have an impact on the way elected members
operate, in that research results can support or challenge their perceptions of what the public thinks.
They do not, however, appear to differentiate between panel research and other types of
consultation in terms of the value they place on the results. Rather, the results themselves tend to
dictate the value attached to them - it is a natural tendency to question results that go against one's
own perceptions and to accept more readily those that support one's own perceptions.
As part of this project, RBA interviewed the former Leader of South Lanarkshire Council (Leader at
the time the Panel was set up). His recollection of past events was patchy but he was very
supportive of the concept of the Panel, and continues to see a valuable role, especially in addressing
cross-cutting issues such as Community Safety, Health & Social Care, etc. It should be noted that
he was under the impression that the Police had been an active partner from the beginning, and his
expectation was that the Police would certainly be actively involved at this stage - on being
informed that the Police were not actively involved, he saw this as the obvious priority for action.
4.8

Impact on Services

Those who have used the panel for research into their service areas are generally positive about the
experience, and without exception would use it again. They tend to be positive about:
•
•
•
•

Ease of use
Good value for money
Flexibility / turnaround time
The help and advice received from those involved in managing the panel

The team that manages the panel from within South Lanarkshire Council is highly regarded by
council service providers, because it is made very easy for them to make use of the panel. The
'technical' aspects of the research are handled by those who are perceived to be experts in this field,
leaving the service providers to concentrate on providing the services.
Service providers also tend to be confident in the representativeness of the sample and the validity
of the results. This is generally due to their belief in what they have been told about the panel, ie
that it is representative and provides an accurate reflection of the views of the population, and the
degree of faith they have in the panel team. Understandably, service providers tend to think that
those responsible for setting up the panel will have considered the technical issues surrounding
representativeness and validity. The fact that messages have been put out describing the panel as
representative and the findings as valid means that users are confident that people with greater
research knowledge than they are satisfied that it is so.
Some do question the issue of representativeness (on an attitudinal level rather than a demographic
level), but in most cases this is a 'back of the mind niggle' rather than a fundamental concern, and
certainly does not seem to be taken into account when interpreting the research findings.
Those service providers with research/technical knowledge of their own are less convinced about
the validity of panel findings. They question how a panel of 'volunteers' can be representative of
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the population. They also question some of the lower response rates that have been achieved,
wondering to what extent the subject matter of the research influences the profile of those who
choose to respond to it.
Some are disappointed that the number of panel members frequently falls below its target, because
they have been led to believe that there are 1,600 members and have interpreted this to mean that
there are consistently this many. One raised the issue of piloting, being of the impression that this
is not systematically done, which causes concern about the quality of the data collected .
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The issue of database maintenance was also raised, it not being clear whose responsibility this is.
The 'passing around' of the database between the council and various research agencies can cause
concern with respect to ensuring consistency and accuracy.
Those who carry out their own analysis would appreciate more detailed advice about analysis and
weighting issues that are specific to the Panel. There is a perception that those involved m
managing the panel are lacking in the knowledge necessary to provide this kind of advice.
On prompting, some concerns were expressed about the way the panel is managed even among
those who were initially positive:
•

•
•

•

Although the research reports are thought to be easy to understand and assimilate, there is a
perception of a lack of 'analytical rigour' from the research agencies who produce the research
reports. These are felt to be 'top-line' reports, with little sub-group analysis, interpretation,
insight or 'added value'. For some, this is sufficient for their needs, but others would like to be
able to 'delve deeper' into the results (eg carrying out postcode analysis), and do not appear to
be aware that further analysis can be carried out even after the initial report has been produced.
The panel does not always allow targeting of specific sub-groups, eg users of a particular
service. This limits its usefulness for services that are used by a minority of the population.
Some feel that certain service providers are 'allowed' to disregard the panel and public
consultation generally, depending on the attitude of the people running that service. This is
thought to result in certain services being more 'u ser-centred ' than others. The view is,
however, that it is more fruitful to 'sell' the panel to those who are already receptive to the
concept than to expend time and resources trying to convince unreceptive service providers of
its merits.
While the team that manages the panel is praised for its organisational efficiency , some service
providers feel that there is a wider role for the team in "championing consultation" within the
partner organisations, in an attempt to convince all service providers that public consultation has
an important role to play. There is, however, a perception that the existing team does not have
the experience or influence to deliver on such a remit.

In terms of actual impact on services, service users needed considerable prompting to be able to

point to definite change that has come about specifically because of the panel, and some were
unable to do so even on prompting.
In many cases, this is because panel research findings confirm what the service providers thought to
be the case. Rather than influencing decisions directly, therefore, it gave them the confidence to
continue doing what they were already doing. It could, therefore, be hypothesised that, had the
panel not existed, some initiatives would not have been pursued with such confidence. In reality,
however, it is likely that, had the panel not existed, some other form of evidence would have been
sought to support planned initiatives or decisions.

Even when the results broadly confirm the beliefs of service providers, however, they have
provided some detailed insight allowing some detailed and/or small-scale improvements to services
rather than affecting fundamental decisions. One example was the communications research, which
showed that panel members in general tend not to feel the need for performance information to be
published, but that a particular sub-group of the population (parents) do want performance
information in relation to schools. The council therefore decided to publish a 'schools performance
card' to inform parents about exam success rates in schools.
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Service providers tend to feel that, more and more, they work in an environment that forces them to
recognise that service users are not just passive 'receivers of service'. While the panel helps them
to work within this environment, they do not generally think it has contributed to the creation of this
environment. What it is thought to do, however, is help service providers to find out who their
stakeholders are and what they expect.
It is important to note that the apparent lack of major impact on services is unlikely to be a
reflection on the panel itself; rather, it appears to be a reflection of attitudes towards public
consultation generally. The panel's main strengths are felt to be the speed, inexpensiveness and
flexibility of the consultation it provides. The action taken (or not taken) as a result of the findings
does not appear to be a reflection of a (lack of) confidence in the panel as a mechanism, but a
reflection of the esteem in which public consultation is held by the research user.
Given the current climate that requires service providers to consult their customers, it is likely that
all (or nearly all) of the research carried out via the panel would have been carried out in some
shape or form. On one level, therefore, it could be said that the panel per se has not had a major
impact on services. It seems extremely likely, however, that it has resulted in service providers
being able to carry out research with lower direct costs, and with out duplicating one another's
consultation activity . Wh ether other services that have not used the panel have duplicated panel
research is, however, another question.
Service provid ers wer e asked whether or not they feel the panel has increased accountability within
their organi sations5 • The overall conclu sion is that the pan el has not been responsible for increasing
accountability per se, but it does make it easier for those service provid ers who wish to be
accountable to their users.

4.9

Effectiveness/Efficiency Compared with Other Types of Consultation

As noted above, the pan el' s main strength s are thought to be its speed, relat ive inexpen siveness and
flexibility. If one or more of these issues applies to a particular research projec t, the pan el should
certainly be considered as an effective option. There is, however, little evidence that many pan el
users give consideration to other methods of consultation before deciding to use the pane l. There is,
therefore , a danger that some research projects fall into the trap of being 'methodology-led' rather
than 'objective-led ', with the decision about methodology being made on the basis of what is
available rather than what is most suitable for the objecti ves of the project. This is particularly true
when budgets are (or are though t to be) limited, because using the panel tends not to involve the
same level of direct costs in comparison with an ad hoc research project.
The cost-effectiveness of the panel in relation to other methods of consultation means that a degree
of ' experimentation' is possible . For example , new types of question can be tried without fear of
large amounts of money being 'wasted' if the new type of question turns out not to be as effective
as had been hoped, and without affecting trend data on other surveys.

5

It was clear that not all service providers understand the term 'accountability'!
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Another important point to note in the panel's favour is that, were service providers left to their own
devices on public consultation, it is unlikely that many of them would commission or conduct
particularly rigorous research. We conclude this because there is a clear lack of awareness among
some service providers of the issues that need to be considered when designing high quality
research, eg sampling techniques and questionnaire design (and there is some complacency among
self-defined 'experts'). This is, of course, entirely to be expected among people whose job is to
provide services and develop policy rather than carry out research, but is nonetheless an important
point. Despite the panel's methodological limitations, though, it does generally achieve a
'minimum standard' of research that may not always have been achieved without it.
In addition to panel research, other public consultation is carried out by/on behalf of the partner
agencies. As mentioned earlier, the main reasons for using other types of consultation are:
1. Because a sample is required that goes beyond the boundaries of South Lanarkshire
2. Because the service in question is used by a minority of the population and the panel does not
contain sufficient service users to form a robust sample. Many services will find it more
appropriate to use their own records to target service users.
3. Because tracking information is required, so a 'fresh' sample is more appropriate (because over
time, panel members become atypical of the population due to the conditioning effects of being
a panel member)
If one or more of these conditions apply, therefore, the current panel is less effective than more 'ad
hoc' types of consultation. One issue of concern is that not all of those involved in the panel appear
to be aware of the methodological issues surrounding the use of a panel for tracking changes in
opinion over time. Indeed, some service providers are planning to repeat 'their' surveys in the
future, with a view to establishing the extent to which public opinion has changed since the first
survey. Repeat panel surveys will tell you how the views of panel members have changed, but it
would be dangerous to assume that the views of the population as a whole have changed in the same
way. It is likely that those who have used the panel with a view to tracking opinion in future will be
disappointed if/when they realise this, and they may question why they were encouraged to use the
panel in the first place.
It should be noted that one of the stated aims of the panel was "to establish baseline information
and track changes in views, needs, and priorities over time", and partners have been
continuously led to believe that the panel can deliver on this. In reality, with reliability, it can only
be done by paralleling the evolutionary stage of a panel that is periodically re-recruited, ie if a new
panel is recruited every three years and panel members are asked questions about health services
two years into each panel, it is possible to obtain trend data. Nevertheless, this ,-,ould still not be
tracking the views of the population as a whole, just changes in the views of Pane~ members.

The partner organisations that are involved in services that are also affected by other organisations
feel that the panel would be more effective if certain other service providers were to be involved,
even if this were on an ad hoc basis rather than an ongoing basis. For example, steering group
members are not aware of any involvement from primary care/mental health trusts, or the council's
housing department, which clearly have overlap with the health boards and Scottish Homes
respectively. There is no awareness among current steering group members of the reason(s) why
these other services are not currently involved. Because, however, the panel and its partners are so
well-established, it appears that inviting involvement from other agencies is rarely - if ever considered.
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Many of those consulted feel that it is a major gap not having involvement from the police. Again,
they suggest that even if it is just for a one-off themed questionnaire on crime and community
safety issues, efforts must be made to bring the police into the fold.
Similarly, several steering group members are conscious that there is the potential for co-ordinating
consultation activity with the Social Inclusion Partnerships (SIPs). There do not appear to be any
insurmountable barriers to this happening, but as is always the case with such issues, it needs
someone to initiate it and this does not seem to be high on the agenda of any of the current steering
group members. There is certainly a perception that it would be beneficial to the SIPs, because
steering group members feel that several SIPs are unsure about good practice in public consultation.
As mentioned earlier, some service providers take the results of public consultation with a 'pinch of
salt'. They say things such as 'well, the public would think that because they don't have all the
information necessary to make an informed decision'. While this does not necessarily mean that
these service providers completely disregard the data, it does dilute its impact and therefore its
effectiveness. For issues that require an element of 'deliberation', a structured survey is not usually
the most appropriate type of consultation to use. This does not, however, mean that the panel
should not be used for such projects - indeed, RBA' s experience suggests that panel members are
generally very receptive to taking part in more in-depth studies. It does, however, mean that there is
a case for using a wider range of research techniques among panel members - and those involved in
administering the panel need to know when it is appropriate to recommend such techniques to
research users.
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4. 10 Has The Panel Informed Policy?
Service providers tend not to think that the panel has informed policy; some believe that policymakers only pay attention to 'consumer information' if it supports what they are doing already
and/or their own opinion. As mentioned earlier, however, while there is no evidence to suggest any
fundamental influence on policy, there is evidence that panel research has helped to 'fine-tune'
policy in some cases.
Some steering group members feel that the panel has the potential to influence policy more than it
currently does, and RBA would agree with this view. It is a matter of commitment and timing policy makers must be committed to understanding and (when appropriate) acting on public
opinion, and consultation must take place before policy decisions are made.
The issue has arisen about the extent to which the panel is a 'citizens' panel (focusing on crosscutting issues) or a 'customer' panel (focusing on services). There were a few comments about "the
fact that it mainly covers council services" but most seem to believe that an appropriate balance has
been obtained with issues and services. There is no doubt, however, that the panel could tackle
bigger issues at an earlier stage of policy formulation.
RBA's view is that truly effective customer involvement requires a continuous process of
consultation rather than a 'one-off piece of research. The following diagram illustrates five stages
of service development. In an ideal world, customers would be consulted at all five stages (but not
necessarily via a large-scale survey). Not only that, but having been through the five stages, ideally
the whole process needs to start again. For example, expectations at the outset of the development
of a service may well change as stakeholders see the service developing, so it is not sufficient to
assume that their expectations will remain static over time.
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5

THE 'SOUTH LANARKSHIRE EXPERIENCE' COMPARED WITH
OTHER PANELS

The telephone survey among other local authorities allows us to put the 'South Lanarkshire
Experience' into context. Almost two-thirds (63%) of Scottish authorities say they have a Citizens'
Panel, and a further 20% plan to set one up, leaving only 17% (ie a handful of authorities) with no
intention to do so.
The South Lanarkshire panel was one of the first in Scotland to be set up; only 11% of Scottish
authorities with a panel set it up before 1998. The pioneers tended to look to England for examples
of what panels are like and they tended to look at models such as City of York which had a postalbased approach. Although the later followers had more, different examples to look at, surprisingly
few appear to have explored all types of panels, and most have tended to look at other Scottish
authorities they are familiar with.
Partly because of this, the South Lanarkshire panel has much in common with other Scottish panels.
Most Scottish panels (58%) consist of more than 1,000 panel members, and 74% are designed to
have a representative cross-section of the public. Three in five (58%) are run in partnership with
other organisations, and 64% were set up using an external agency. Most (63%) are managed solely
'in-house', and 68% were set up using postal recruitment (usually in combination with face-to-face
or telephone interviews). Four in five (84%) use postal surveys to research panel members, and
68% of panels are used for qualitative research as well as quantitative surveys.
Organisations provide an array of answers when asked why their panel was originally established.
Some comment on how 'cost effective' panels are, and some say they were set up because response
rates are higher than when consulting in other ways due to the accessibility of a 'captive audience'.
Indeed one organisation says its residents have such a sense of 'civic duty' they do not even have to
offer incentives for qualitative research. Instead they give out expenses forms which are very rarely
returned (RBA's view is that this may be for reasons other than a sense of 'civic duty'!)
Others say they were forced to set up their citizens' panels because of a 'pressure to consult '
brought about by recent changes in the culture of local authorities and central government. Some
organisations also comment that their panel was established because 'everyone else was doing it so
we thought we should'. Some criticise the lack of thought and preparation that went into the setting
up of their panels, and blame this for many of the problems they have experienced since. Some are
more laid back about this - pragmatic or complacent.
There is a clear distinction between those authorities which clearly wanted to set up a panel because
they fundamentally believed it was a good idea in principle (these, like South Lanarkshire, tend to
be very concerned to keep developing their panel) and those who have been driven by a feeling that
they have to do it (this usually leads to an off-the-shelf 'product' approach and the product tends to
become stale very quickly).
Note that many authorities set up their panels after a rapid appraisal process often involving going
to see one neighbouring authority who had a panel established, and mirroring the process with
minor refinements. As there was no thorough evaluation, no wider investigation (mainly due to
time pressures) and no option appraisal (eg few considered methods other than postal), there is a
high degree of institutionalised bad practice. In particular, many authorities are convinced that their
panel is 'fully representative' when it is not, most panels are methodology-led (setting up the panel
became the objective!), and there is a widespread misconception about the gathering of trend data .
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As in South Lanarkshire, other organisations say they have used their panels to monitor service
provision, to cover budgetary issues and issues surrounding health and the police. Other uses
include Best Value/Service Reviews, monitoring access and interest in the Internet, and new
political management structures. Panels appear to be used for corporate and service-specific issues.
Many authorities operate an 'omnibus' approach; it is often acknowledged that it is good practice to
have clear 'themes' to assist the respondent and to facilitate action after the survey but, in practice,
it often ends up being a range of questions on a range of topics on each survey.
Some say they are aware of the limitations of panels and say they would not use them for 'really
boring subjects' or those which focus on a minority group of people such as people with disabilities
or those from ethnic minority backgrounds.
In terms of usefulness of the information provided by panel surveys, many of the organisations
interviewed seem unclear about the way in which their data are actually been put to good use. Only
a few say the information has influenced decision making and strategy documents. In two
interviews, the person running the panel could not give us a single example of the data being put to
use, in some interviews we were told that there is no clear decision-making process for the data to
feed into, and in several interviews they could not clearly explain why particular questions had been
asked. It is disturbingly common to hear "wejust asked services what questions they had and we
put them on the next wave".
The number of times organisations contact their panel members varies enormously. Some, like
South Lanarkshire, say they contact every quarter and others make contact every month. The
'norm' appears to be 4 or 5 quantitative surveys a year, but also contacting specific members to take
part in group discussions and workshops. Given that there is an issue of 'fatigue', it is good
practice to keep contacts down to 4-5 a year, and try to make it relevant each time.
Officers tend to feed back internally to other parts of their organisation via their intranet or other
forms of internal communication. Summary reports from the panel surveys are placed on the
intranet so they can be easily accessed by all. Others have consultation databases that staff can feed
into and monitor to see which subjects and service areas panellists are being consulted about. Such
databases are useful initial sources but they are not usually dynamic learning sources, so lots of
assumptions are made by those using such databases, and this leads to misunderstandings over why
questions were asked, what the data really meant, what the implications were, etc.
The way organisations feed back to panel members appears to be very similar to the way South
Lanarkshire does this. The newsletter is the most popular way of feeding back, the number of times
a year this is sent out ho\.\-cver, does vary amongst panels. Some say they send newsletters
following each survey and others only issue them once or twice a year. Some send out newsletters
with questionnaires and some send them out separately but few authorities have tested the impact of
sending out the newsletters on the results of subsequent waves. Such testing should take place (note
that RBA has done this in Bromley) because other survey methods do not prompt respondents with
information in the way that a panel does.
Other ways of feeding back include articles in council publications and local newspapers and pages
on council Websites. One authority actually sends copies of the panel reports to each of those
panellists that took part in the survey. The responsibility to ensure this takes place is given to the
service areas involved in the survey or consultation. It is acknowledged however, that the mailing
out of reports does not always take place.
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Some authorities have plans to feed back to panellists via email and the Internet. They do however,
recognise the limitations of this and say they will still continue to feed back in other ways. In
England, it is more common to get rather carried away with the possibilities of electronic
communication; Scottish authorities tend to be more likely to have this issue in perspective!
Authorities do struggle with the amount of information gathered and putting it into a format that is
reader-friendly for panel members. This is particularly the case for the organisation that contacts its
panel members 12 times a year! We would argue that it is good practice to keep feedback down to
2-4 times a year because the public wants to have action reported back and most authorities cannot
demonstrate action taken every month!
Organisations also use council publications and the local press to let panellists know when their
next survey is going to take place and what it is going to be about. This raises some questions about
the extent to which the public at large should be kept informed about the panel, but most would see
it as good practice to have wide publicity and dissemination of results. There is certainly a need to
improve the PR aspects, eg informing those de-selected from the panel and explaining why.
Many of the organisations we spoke to have particular concerns about maintaining the
representativeness of their panel, although they only tend to focus on the issue of demographic
representativeness. Those that manage their panels in-house and those that have relatively new
panels have particular concerns about how they are going to monitor the profile of the panel and
organise its topping up. Some feel that their organisations do not have the necessary skills and
experience to be able to successfully maintain and monitor their panel databases.
Most of the authorities we spoke to confidently informed us that their panels are 'repre sentative'
when most are clearly not representative (most are not even demographically representative and
none is behaviourally or attitudinally representative). They perceive a 'problem' in keeping the
panel database demographically representative because the panel has been 'sold' to officers and
councillors as being demographically representative, ie they have set expectations on proportions by
gender, age, etc and are desperately trying to meet these (self-imposed) expectations. It is better to
set more realistic expectations and try to explain to officers and councillors that panels
fundamentally are not sources of representative data - they provide indicators from cross-sections
of the public which are slightly more interested and slightly better informed than the public at large
but which are not activists.
Organisations express concerns about the time-consuming process ofrecording 'drop outs' from the
panel and identifying particular subgroups to be sampled. Many have not gone to the level of
sophistication that exists within South Lanarkshire, and most operate at a fairly :.msophisticated
level. Although they are called 'panels', not one authority we interviewed actually undertakes panel
analysis in the true technical sense (ie micro-level time series analysis to see how the views of
individuals are changing over time). Typically, 'citizens' panels' are databases that are used
flexibly for ad hoc research, and the panel members are subjected to fairly routine opinion polls
rather than in-depth research.
Other difficulties mentioned by organisations include the general lack of understanding internally
about the correct use of the panel. Many say that service areas within their organisations think that
'the panel can do and solve it all'. Service areas are not fully aware of the limitations of the panel
and officers find it hard to educate, make them aware and actually take notice .
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Organisations have also encountered difficulties when trying to liaise with other partners involved
in the panel. Many find it difficult to come to a consensus about the structure and content of the
questionnaires and find it 'very problematic to maintain good relationships with partner
organisations'.
We commonly hear that efforts are being made to tackle problems such as not having enough young
people or ethnic minorities on the panel. At an extreme, we hear that there is concern about not
having people who cannot read or write. Amazingly, the solution is often seen to be 'bigger efforts
to get them on the panel' as opposed to exploring other avenues. Clearly, a self-completion
approach for those who cannot read and write does not make sense! The more subtle issue of
younger people needs more thought; they do not participate in things like panels, and will be
resistant to the concept, so it is much better to adopt alternative methodologies (eg paired pal
interviews, on-line surveys, outreach interviewing, youth councils, etc).
Despite the fact that RBA' s research among local authorities uncovered examples of poor practice
in most authorities and some shockingly poor practice in many areas, when asked 'do you consider
your panel to be a good practice panel?', 79% of respondents from Scottish authorities replied
'yes'! This means that the biggest issue of all is complacency. In order to learn more about panels
and how to use them to understand the public's views, needs, expectations, priorities, and 'life
impacts', it will require authorities to take the important first step of accepting that they actually
know very little and have much to learn!
This section may seem harsh, and it is certainly critical of other authorities, but it is an accurate
reflection of what we uncovered in the research with other authorities. It is fair to say that some of
those interviewed openly acknowledged the problems they have had with their panel, but there is
much defensiveness from authorities, especially those who have 'over-promised' to their officers,
members, and partners on what panels can deliver - especially on representativeness, tracking
views over time, and 'being able to carry out all the surveys we need at a fraction of the cost of
carrying out a completely new survey each time'.
One of the lessons for the South Lanarkshire Partnership is to be bullish about the many positive
aspects of its Panel (and the genuinely innovative consultation carried out around the Panel, eg on
budget consultation) but to acknowledge some of the generic problems with Panels, and raise these
issues (without 'preaching') to the benefit of all authorities in Scotland. The best way of doing this
is to talk in terms of good practice and where pragmatism or time pressures or cost pressures or lack
of knowledge has led to deviation from good practice.
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6

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

6. 1

Background & Methodology

The South Lanarkshire Citizens' Panel was established in 1998 by South Lanarkshire Council,
Scottish Homes, Lanarkshire Development Agency (now Scottish Enterprise Lanarkshire),
Lanarkshire Health Board and Greater Glasgow Health Board.
When set up, the panel consisted of 1,600 members; 400 in each of: East Kilbride, Hamilton,
Clydesdale and Rutherglen/Cambuslang. Over time, panel members 'drop out' of the panel, and
several rounds of 'refre shment' have taken place. Currently, the panel stands at ju st over 1,400
members, with the Partnership awaiting the outcome of this evaluation before going ahead with any
panel refreshment.
RBA Research was commissioned to carry out a thorough and independent evaluation of the South
Lanarkshire Panel. This evaluation involved:
•
•
•
•
•
•

6.2

Interrogation of the panel database
Evaluation of the sampling techniques used
Evaluation of the surveys and analysis that have been carried out
Interviews with panel members , ex-panel members and people who volunteered to j oin the
panel but have not yet done so
Interviews with other stakeholders, including: representati ves of each partner organisation,
service providers who have commissioned research through the Panel and politicians
Interviews with other organisations that run panels

Process Issues

The Panel was set up to be fully representative of the population of South Lanarkshire. In terms of
basic demographic measures (age, gender, work status), it has achieved this aim, although it tends
to have a more affluent profile than the population at large. It slightly under-represents council
tenants, despite efforts made to target this group in the first panel rotation/refreshment exercise.
With respect to other demographic measures such as disability , comparable population statistics are
not available, so it is not possible to assess the extent to which the panel is representative of people
with disabilities. It is usual for survey research to under-represent people with certain types of
disability, and there is no reason to suppose that the South Lanarkshire panel is any different.
It has not been possible to assess fully the extent to which the panel is attitudinally or behaviourally

representative of the population. Given, however, that the recruitment exercise achieved only a
10% response rate, it is reasonable to suppose that panel members are somehow 'different' to the
population at large in terms of their attitudes and opinions (and then there are the subsequent
conditioning and attrition effects associated with panels). It is possible to achieve a higher response
rate than this, but no matter how a panel is recruited, there will always be an element of
'volunteering', so unrepresentativeness will always be an issue.
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Response rates to panel surveys have varied from 47% to 71 %. Factors that appear to influence
response rates include:
•
•
•
•
•
•

the subject matter
the complexity of the questions
the layout/appearance of the questionnaire
use of reminders
timing in relation to other surveys
panel members' beliefs about whether anyone is talcing any notice of their views

Analysis of the response rates among different sub-groups reveals that:
•
•
•
•
•
•

women tend to return slightly higher response rates than do men
young people tend to return much lower response rates than older people, particularly those
aged under 25
self-employed people tend to return relatively high response rates
students and unemployed people tend to return relatively low response rates
those who may be supposed to be more affluent (ie owner-occupiers , those with higher-level
qualifications) tend to return relatively high response rates
those with visual impairments tend to return low response rates, unless the questionnaires are
designed in a particular way (large print, bold type, well spaced questions)

Certain sub-groups are more likely than others to 'drop off the panel, namely: older people,
women, people with disabilities, those with few or no qualifications and council tenants.
People have many reasons for deciding to join the panel, but the main ones appear to be a sense of
'civic duty' and a desire to get their views across about their local area. Once they have joined,
however, there is evidence of several misapprehensions:
•
•
•

some are unaware that they are committing themselves to a long-term project as opposed to a
one-off survey
expectations vary with respect to the regularity of contact
awareness of the partnership element appears to be low - the general view is that the panel is a
council initiative

None of these appears to have a large detrimental effect on likelihood of staying on the panel.
Whi~e some panel members understand how difficult it is to demonstrate tangible improvements
that have come about as a direct result of their contribution, many are sceptical about whether the
Partnership is taking any notice of their views. This - along with physical difficulties such as old
age or disability - appears to be the major factor in terms of turning a panel member into an
'irregular responder' or someone who 'drops out'.
Panel members do not expect to be paid for taking part in a quantitative survey. Indeed, some say
they would not expect to be paid to take part in a qualitative exercise. Objective evidence shows,
however, that financial incentives are important in ensuring high participation rates for qualitative
research. There is also evidence that payment tends to improve response rates to quantitative
surveys, but only marginally.
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There is some criticism of the lack of 'local focus' in terms of the questions asked and the feedback
provided. There is a preference for being asked about issues that are relevant to the local area rather
than the district as a whole.
Panel members do appreciate (and indeed expect) feedback explaining what has happened as a
result of their contribution. It is not enough simply to summarise the results of the research. It is
important to strike a balance with feedback - it must be attractive and informative, without
appearing to have cost too much to produce. Over-subscribers tend to feel that they do not receive
sufficient information from the Partnership, despite their being sent panel newsletters.

6.3

Quality of Output

The questionnaires used for panel research so far have contained some examples of good practice
and some areas for improvement. It appears that there is a lack of expertise both internally and
externally in terms of how to lay out a self-completion questionnaire in an attractive and userfriendly way. This is likely to have affected both response rates and data quality. More thorough
piloting of questionnaires is required to avoid such problems in future.
For 'drier' or more complex topics, postal questionnaires are not necessarily the most appropriate
technique to use. Their use for such topics does restrict the confidence that can be placed in some
of the research results. Some service providers will look to the panel 'team' to advise on
appropriate methodology, whereas others will insist on having a 'traditional' survey whether or not
this is the most appropriate technique.
One of the advantages of a panel is that you have access to a group of people who are motivated to
participate in consultation, so topics that are difficult or 'dry' can be researched through the panel,
but only using appropriate techniques. There have already been several examples of the use of
more innovative techniques, but it seems that more could be done in this area. Doing this will,
however, require an 'internal education' programme among those who commission research.
Panel research output is of limited use to certain partner agencies because their boundaries extend
beyond the coverage of the panel. It would be possible to re-structure the sample design to
overcome this.
The management of the database is an extremely time-consuming task. Although this has been
done to a reasonably high standard, numerous errors and problems remain. To overcome this
problem, stricter quality checks and better briefing of external agencies will be required.
Alternative data-inputting techniques may help to offset any additional costs.
As with questionnaires, the written reports on panel research are of variable standard, with some
very good examples and some poorer ones. Those who commission research tend to be reasonably
happy with them, although in some cases this appears to be because they are unaware that the
reports could be better. Some service providers feel that the analysis in the reports can be
superficial.
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6.4

Impact Issues

The existence of the panel has not had a large impact on panel members, but they do generally
appreciate being given the chance to make their views known. In general, it is seen as a worthwhile
exercise, despite a degree of scepticism about whether or not it really makes any difference to
policies or services.
It is clear that the ethos of partnership working would be strong in South Lanarkshire, whether or
not the panel existed. For the most part, the panel steering group appears to be a cohesive team that
has evolved from concentrating on the 'mechanics' of the exercise towards thinking in a more coordinated and strategic way. There are, however, key organisations missing from the Partnership
(and SEL has questioned its involvement).

The panel has had an impact on all the partner agencies in terms of the time spent in managing it,
and the amount that has been learned about consultation using this technique. There is a perception
- although little hard evidence - that the panel has improved links between the different
organisations and contributed to more 'joined-up' thinking and planning.
In terms of actual use, however, the impact on partner agencies has been more variable. Some
partner organisations have not commissioned any panel research at all, although all have had access
to the findings of research commissioned by others. The main impact on those organisations who
have made direct use of the panel appears to be a raising of awareness internally about public
consultation.

The partner organisations tend to feel that the panel is good value for money, even if they do not
make any direct use of it. It is felt to be a good investment from the point of view of partnership
working, having access to others' data and learning about the 'mechanics' of public consultation.
The main reasons that partner organisations give for not commissioning panel research are:
•
•

•

•

•

Other 'big' issues within the organisation can overshadow interest in consultation generally, eg
restructuring of the organisation.
Several of the partner organisations cover areas that are wider than that covered by the South
Lanarkshire panel. Results from panel consultation are, therefore, only of limited use to them.
If there is a need for rigorous/thorough public consultation from within these organisations, they
generally find it more cost-effective to conduct their own research using their organisation's
boundaries rather than those of the South Lanarkshire panel.
Similarly, the research projects that some of the 0rganisations or service providers need to carry
out may need to concentrate on specific sub-groups of the population (eg tenants living on a
particular housing estate). The affected partners perceive that the panel sample is not designed
to allow this kind of targeting.
Not all of the partner organisations see themselves as being accountable just to the public, so
they feel that their consultation needs to cover their 'true' stakeholders rather than the general
public as a whole.
If there is a need to 'track' public opinion over time, some partner organisations are aware that
the panel is not a suitable vehicle for this, and therefore they use other forms of consultation that
are more suitable for tracking.
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Steering group members generally accept the division of labour in terms of the tasks that have been
allocated. There is occasional resentment when the priorities of one organisation conflict with
another, eg if one organisation is expecting a task to be performed more quickly than another feels
able to perform it.
The politicians interviewed as part of this project clearly place great value on public consultation,
and view the panel as an effective way to consult the public. There is, however, little evidence that
the panel per se has had a major impact on the way elected members operate. Results from public
consultation tend to be judged on their own merits - the method by which they are collected is not
thought to be of great significance.
Service providers who have commissioned research through the panel are generally positive about
the experience, and would use it again. They find the panel easy to use, inexpensive in relation to
other techniques, and relatively speedy. They trust the panel team, and believe the panel to be
representative of the population (although some do question its attitudinal representativeness and
others over-estimate the panel's reliability).
Service providers' expectations are generally met and sometimes exceeded by their experience with
the panel, but some are disappointed that the size of the panel can fall quite a long way below 1,600.
There is little hard evidence of the panel having had a direct impact on service planning. In many
cases, this is simply because the results have confirmed what the provider already suspected. There
is, however, evidence that panel results have helped to 'fine -tune' service provision rather than
affecting fundamental decisions.

It is important to note that the apparent lack of major impact on services is unlikely to be a
reflection on the panel itself; rather, it appears to be a reflection of attitudes towards public
consultation generally. The panel's main strengths are felt to be the speed, inexpensiveness and
flexibility of the consultation it provides. The action taken (or not taken) as a result of the findings
does not appear to be a reflection of a (lack of) confidence in the panel as a mechanism, but a
reflection of the esteem in which public consultation is held by the research user.
Furthermore, were service providers left to their own devices in terms of organising public
consultation, it is unlikely that many of them would conduct particularly rigorous research because
their expertise is in service provision rather than research.
The panel does have some
methodological limitations, but it does generally achieve a 'minimum standard' of research that
may not have been achieved without it.

6.5

Comparing the 'South Lanarkshire Experience' With Other Panels

RBA carried out extensive research among other authorities, including all authorities in Scotland,
going beyond the scope of the commissioned project for South Lanarkshire, as we were interested
to know more about what is happening in other areas. We found that most panels are similar to that
in South Lanarkshire, mainly due to the 'copycat' tendency and lack of awareness of alternative
approaches. The main report details all the findings but, here in this summary, it is worth
highlighting the fact that we uncovered some shocking examples of poor practice and yet 79% of
authorities said they regard their panel as good practice! This therefore leads us to conclude that
one of the biggest problems is complacency and, therefore, and absence of continuous learning .
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7

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR THE FUTURE

7. 1

PARTNERSHIP WORKING

1. Work more closely, positively and flexibly with partners and potential partners to make sure all

parties are 'on board', even if this means that some (eg police) are involved on an 'affiliate'
basis rather than as a full member of the Partnership. The Partnership should also consider
looking at extending the panel's geographical coverage and/or membership coverage to make
sure that all partners are getting a chance to survey their target audience.
2. The fact that some partner organisations make little or no use of the panel, and even within the
council there are numerous services that have not used the panel, suggests that there is the
potential for it to be used far more than it is. Capitalising on this untapped potential could mean
that the panel needs to be larger - for example, if it was twice as large, it could be used for twice
as many surveys by sending out questionnaires to only half the sample. This would, of course ,
result in a larger workload for the steering group, but if the overall effect on public consultation
in South Lanarkshire would be a positive one, it is worth considering.
3. Consider re-structuring the sample design to make it more accessible to partner agencies other
than the council. This may mean extending the panel's boundaries and/or having 'booster
panels' among targeted groups such as low-income households or those living in regeneration
areas. Ideally, it will involve going outside the boundaries of South Lanarkshire.
4. Carry out more assertive joint releases of results and action to make the public, or at least the
panel members, more aware that it is a Partnership approach.
5. Encourage agencies and service providers to work together to produce research outputs that are
more user-friendly and that will be put to good use. This again may mean educating service
providers as to the different types ofreport/output that are available.
6. Service providers' expectations could be managed more effectively, eg they should be aware
that the panel does not always have 1,600 members and that demographic representativeness
does not necessarily mean attitudinal or behavioural representativeness. If the aim of full
representativeness is going to be relaxed, this will need to be done in consultation with service
providers, to avoid their being disappointed and/or thinking that panel research will be less valid
as a result.
7. Raise awareness among service users about what the panel should and should not be used for.
In particular, they need to be aware that panels are not suitable for tracking surveys, unless the
aim is to find out how the views of individuals change over time as opposed to how the views of
the population change over time. It would be possible to have a more sophisticated panel which
could more reliably analyse 'change' but it is expensive so it would have to be a higher priority
for resource allocation.

8. Wider use of the panel would require an 'internal marketing' exercise among the partner
organisations.
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7.2

PANEL STRUCTURE

9. Reconsider whether the panel needs to be (and be seen to be) fully representative as opposed to
a 'good cross-section' of the population. It is difficult - and therefore expensive - to persuade
certain groups (eg young people) to join the panel, and to participate actively once they have
joined. There is a good reason for this - they are simply less interested in 'traditional'
consultation, and we must accept and respect this. Why swim against the tide? If the
Partnership is serious about understanding the views of young people, it is more cost-effective
to use consultation methods that are more suitable for them. Indeed, alternative vehicles for
consulting young people already exist, eg the Youth Forum and the Universal Connections
facilities. Instead of putting resources into seeking a spurious degree of representativeness, the
focus could be more on identifying key topics and making sure the results are converted into
action.
10. Again if the concern is for 'representativeness', there must be more checks on the socioeconomic profile. It is common for local authority postal panels to contain two or three times
the number of ABs than exist within the population. The evidence suggests that the South
Lanarkshire panel over-represents the more affluent households (despite efforts to tackle this)
but it might be desirable to gather more evidence to test this out.
11. If the Partnership wants to give priority to establishing and maintaining a 'fully representative'
panel database, carry out an experiment to assess the extent to which panel members are
attitudinally and behaviourally representative as opposed to demographically representative, as
this is important for interpretation of research results.
12. Consider over-recruiting among groups of people who have the greatest tendency to 'drop off'
the panel, ie older women, those with disabilities, council tenants. This is less of an issue if the
Partnership is content for the panel not to be fully representative, but if representativeness
continues to be the aim, boosting numbers in certain sub-groups will help.
13. Reconsider the de-selection of 'over-subscribers' in the light of decisions about the extent to
which the panel needs to be representative. Given that over-subscribers tend not to expect to be
put on a 'waiting list', there is a strong argument for including everyone who volunteers.
Targeted recruitment (eg focusing on less affluent areas) will help to avoid too large a bias .
Better forecasting of response rates becomes possible over time, which should avoid the
problem of getting too many responses to a recruitment exercise. If the panel is too large at any
point, surveys could be sent to only a sub-sample rather than the full panel.
14. Consider carrying out refreshment more often, to avoid the size of the panel shrinking so much
between rotation/refreshment (more an issue of credibility than a technical matter).
15. Consider targeting certain surveys at particular sub-groups rather than sending them out to all
panel members, eg the play areas survey could perhaps have been sent only to those with
children in the household.
16. Attempt to give panel research more of a 'local focus', by including more questions specifically
about the area in which the respondent lives, and providing feedback saying what has happened
locally as a result of the panel. Ideally, this would mean producing different versions of
questionnaires and feedback materials, but if this is impractical from a cost point of view, it is
not absolutely necessary. For example, questions could refer to 'the area in which you live',
and feedback pamphlets could have a covering letter that points out the local impact of the
research results.
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7.3

PROCESSES & TECHNICAL ISSUES

17. There is no need to run the quality of life survey annually - doing it less often would free up
space for other issues. There appears to be a misconception that the panel can provide reliable
tracking data but, even among the 'unrepr esentative' sample of panel members, there will tend
to be little change quickly, except where prompts (eg newsletters sent out) put particular ideas at
the front of their minds.
18. Continue to use mainly postal recruitment. RBA's view is that other methods ofrecruitment (eg
telephone, face-to-face) may result in a higher response rate, but the element of 'volunteering'
involved in joining a panel means that it can never be fully representative no matter what
method is used. Postal recruitment is probably the most cost-effective route to take for a panel
that is consulted mainly through postal questionnaires. Topping up can be carried out via
targeted telephone or face-to-face recruitment (targeting certain geographic areas/sub-groups)as indeed has been the case in the South Lanarkshire panel.
19. Have stricter standards for questionnaire design, mainly in terms of layout, but also in terms of
question wording . Actively seek out agencies or individuals with skills in this area.
20. Re-design the recruitment questionnaire with a view to getting a higher response rate and
improving the qualifications and disability questions. Request evidence of the standard of
questionnaire design, analysis and reports from research agencies before letting a contract.
21. Start recording panel members' use of services, so that it is possible to draw targeted samples of
users and - perhaps more importantly - non-users of particular services.
22. Request evidence of the standard of questionnaire design, analysis and reports from research
agencies before letting a contract.
23. Have more structured piloting of self-completion questionnaires, using face-to-face methods.
24. Consider using code numbers rather than 'long-hand' responses for recording information on
the panel database, to help with both speed and accuracy. Total or partial 'double-entering' of
data would be a useful quality check.
25. Ensure that 'other' answers from recruitment questionnaires are coded back into existing
categories where appropriate, to aid accurate analysis.
26. Reconsider the extent to which postal surveys are used - there is a danger of panel research
being 'methodology-led' rather than 'objective-led'. Not all subjects are suitable for postal
questionnaires. Each piece of research should be considered on its own merits, and the most
suitable methodology identified based on its objectives. Panel members are by definition
'consultation-friendly', and can be asked to take part in a wide range of different types of
research including: citizens' juries, deliberative research, diary studies, workshops and
experiential research (eg accompanied visits to leisure venues). Although 'non-standard'
research techniques have been used for panel research, the Partnership could take far more
advantage of the flexibility offered by the panel. This is likely to involve an internal education
programme, smce many service users are wedded to 'traditional' research methodologies
because
they
think
(often
mistakenly)
that
they
need
'hard
statistics' .
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27. From time to time, test the effect that information provision has on the views of panel members
(eg by split sampling).
28. Consider providing more thorough (written?) briefing to agencies who are involved in database
maintenance.
29. Continue to offer a financial incentive for qualitative research, but not for a ' standard'
quantitative survey.

7.4

MANAGEMENT OF THE PANEL

30. Consider letting panel contracts on an annual basis or every 2-3 years, to encourage agencies to
'take ownership' of the panel and learn more about how it operates. This would also reduce the
Partnership's workload when letting contracts.

31. Revisit the allocation of the panel maintenance tasks to assess whether they are allocated
appropriately. Consider allocating tasks to teams rather than individual organisations, to aid
partnership working and understanding.
32. Continue to send feedback to panel members, but in a more planned way. In RBA's view, there
is no 'ideal' in terms of regularity of feedback - the quality of the feedback is more important.
There is no need to send feedback every time a piece of research is carried out - it should only
be done when there is a positive message to deliver. A 'positive message' from the point of
view of a panel member is that something has been done as a direct result of panel consultation.
Of course, this needs to happen reasonably frequently if panel members are not to become
disillusioned. We recommend that, as the programme of research is planned out, feedback be
considered, eg 'how likely is it that this piece of research will result in a positive message?'
Research that is likely to yield positive messages should be programmed in at least once or
twice a year.
33. Think more carefully about wider public relations issues. In particular, ex-panel members told
us that they did not know they are now ex-panel members - despite having been sent an
explanatory letter, their perception is that they just stopped receiving questionnaires .
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7.5

AND FINALLY

34. Adopt an attitude of 'we are still learning' at all times and avoid falling into the complacency
trap which other authorities and Partnerships have fallen into, leading to institutionalised bad
practice, and misunderstandings among officers and councillors which come back to haunt those
responsible for the panel.
35. In terms of an evaluation against its stated objectives, RBA would conclude that the panel has
been a success in terms of providing opportunities to hear from residents, creating a sounding
board which is flexible and reliable, establishing a cost-effective method of public consultation,
and supporting the development of partnership working. It is less successful in providing
tracking data and accessing the views of minorities because panels are not the best vehicle for
this. We feel that the panel can be improved without trying to make it do things it is not
designed to do but, as a major objective is drawing in and working with key partners, it is
important to try and engage all partners, especially the Police. With all partners signed up, and
the panel working to maximum procedural efficiency, the key challenge is then to demonstrate
that it is influencing the decisions taken by partner organisations, and feed this back to all
stakeholders .

AndreaNove
Kate Golding
Paul Vittles
RBA Research

September 2001
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