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1. Purpose of Report 

 
1.1 The Ethics and Engagement Committee has previously considered how the 

Council engages with the public with a particular emphasis on encouraging young 
people to take part in the democratic process.  
 

1.2 However, the Committee has a broader remit to improve the level of public 
engagement with the Council more generally. This wider engagement is examined 
in a broad manner within this report in order to allow members to highlight any 
areas which might benefit from particular attention. 
 

2. How the Council Currently Engages with the Public 
 

2.1 As members will be aware, the Council seeks to interact with the public in a wide 
variety of ways. The following methods are particularly common forms of 
engagement: 
 

2.2  Elections and referendums 

 The Citizens’ Panel 

 Budget consultation 

 Advisory groups 

 Website consultations 

 Statutory public notices 

 Petitions and public speaking at meetings  

 Neighbourhood working and neighbourhood boards 

 Attendance at residents’ groups 

 Feedback forms 

 Lincoln Tenants’ Panel 

 The Your Lincoln magazine  

 The Home! magazine for Council tenants 

 Surveys 

 Focus groups 

 Social media 
 

2.3 The forms this engagement can take vary in accordance with the type of 
engagement being undertaken. For example, policies with a wide-reaching impact 
across the city will tend to be promoted for consultation on as broad a basis as 
possible, as with the recent governance review in relation to a combined authority 
for Greater Lincolnshire. However, where a specific group of residents is likely to 
be disproportionately affected by a proposed decision it may be appropriate to 
engage in a more personal manner with identified service users. This much is 



reflected in the Council’s established process for conducting an equality impact 
assessment. This assessment will have regard to the following elements which 
comprise the public sector equality duty:  
 

 To eliminate unlawful discrimination, harassment and victimisation and 
other conduct prohibited by the Act. 

 To advance equality of opportunity between people who share a protected 
characteristic and those who do not. 

 To foster good relations between people who share a protected 
characteristic and those who do not. 

 
2.4 The extent to which a consultation’s format affects either the quality or the quantity 

of responses received is challenging to quantify. It is conceivable that in some 
circumstances engagement may be more useful if a small number of high-quality 
responses are received rather than a large number of low-quality responses. In 
this instance, quality may refer either to the degree to which a consultee is 
affected by the change or the level of insight which their response may offer. 
 

2.5 A new Corporate Consultation and Engagement Strategy was agreed on 13 July 
2015 by the Executive following examination by the Policy Scrutiny Committee. 
The strategy sets out the following as its key principles for undertaking 
consultation, stating that it should be: 
 

 Bespoke – one size does not fit all, and consultation should be developed 
to meet the specific policy, project or service need 

 Timely – consultation should be undertaken early on in decision making 

 Appropriate – there should be a defined need for the consultation, which 
should be proportionate, relevant and accessible  

 Inclusive – all affected groups should have the right to express their views 
including those harder to reach groups 

 Effective – the outcomes from consultation should inform decision-making 
and service delivery 

 Co-ordinated – a consistent and co-ordinated approach 
 

2.6 One significant recent consultation which can be considered by way of example 
relates to the proposed introduction of a combined authority in Greater 
Lincolnshire. Working alongside colleagues from other Lincolnshire authorities, the 
consultation exercise was carried out in the following manner: 
 

 A six-week public consultation took place between 27 June and 8 August 
2016. The consultation included: 

o An online survey on the Lincolnshire County Council’s website 
available as a link from all 10 local authority websites, and also 
distributed as hard copies  

o Publishing all relevant documents to the consultation on all 10 local 
authority websites  

o Holding two business briefings were held through the Greater 
Lincolnshire Local Enterprise Partnership in the north and south of 
the county  

o Undertaking comprehensive communications including a social 
media campaign  



 
In response to the consultation, the Council: 
 

 Received 433 responses (4,432 were received across the Greater 
Lincolnshire area as a whole) 

 Noted that across the region as a whole 47% responses were in favour of 
the proposal and 49% were against. 

 Received a number of more detailed responses in addition to the completed 
survey questions from a number of correspondents. 

 
2.7 While conducting a consultation across the county is atypical, the process 

indicates both the scale of response which can be anticipated for matters of 
general concern and the manner in which consultations can be undertaken. 
 

2.8 The Council’s interactions with the public are evidently not limited to formal 
consultation. Rather, every time a service provided by the Council affects 
someone’s life or environment in either a positive or a negative way there is an 
engagement between the two parties.  
 

2.9 In the past, the Council used to be able to easily compare a wide range of 
performance indicators with relevant authorities across England. Since the shift 
from a national to a local framework for performance indicators, the Council has 
been able to place greater focus on local priorities but is no longer easily able to 
gauge the quality of its interactions against a large number of similar councils. 
While benchmarking continues to be undertaken by a number of individual 
services, data are not always comparable in a systematic manner both within the 
Council and when set against other local authorities. 
 

2.10 In more general terms, the Council’s Citizens’ Panel is consulted twice a year for 
its views on topics of local concern. The most recent statistics provided the 
following information (from a pool of 281 residents): 
 

 91% of the respondents were satisfied with the way that the Council 
handled their enquiries. 

 77% of the respondents were satisfied with how the Council kept them up to 
date with what is happening. 

 87% of the respondents were satisfied with the ways they could contact the 
Council. 

 69% of the respondents were satisfied that the Council was helping to drive 
the city forward. 

 65% of the respondents were satisfied with the value for money offered by 
the Council. 

 66% of the respondents believed that the Council acted upon its best 
interests, with 19% not believing that it did not very often. 

 
2.11 It should also be recognised that engagement does not exclusively revolve around 

receiving feedback from local residents and businesses. Councillors are ultimately 
elected in order to take decisions on behalf of the electorate; in the words of 
Edmund Burke ‘your representative owes you, not his industry only, but his 
judgment; and he betrays, instead of serving you, if he sacrifices it to your opinion.’ 
The flipside to engagement is for the decision maker to communicate both the fact 



and the consequences of decisions to those affected by them.  
 

2.12 Going beyond the bare minimum of providing notification of decisions such as 
changes to housing rent levels or council tax liabilities, the Council does already 
seek to provide extra information around decisions in a number of situations. This 
includes the extra work put into explaining the Council’s financial position to 
council tax payers through the annual notification. 
 

3. Possible Areas for Further Consideration 
 

3.1 
 

Having had regard to the principal means by which engagement is currently 
undertaken, members may wish to put forward views regarding the relative 
effectiveness of the methods used. This could include consideration of whether 
certain forms of consultation are either under-utilised or should be introduced in 
order to maximise the Council’s engagement with the public. Choosing the right 
form of engagement based on the outcomes targeted by the Council is clearly of 
critical importance in generating useful information 
 

3.2 
 

The Committee may also wish to consider whether the forms of engagement 
currently used are appropriate for reaching all groups within the city. In particular, 
Lincoln is home to significant groups of students and other transient populations 
who may be less easily reached than other more established groups.  
 

3.3 In addressing the effectiveness of public engagement, a critical factor is the extent 
to which consultations may be perceived as box-ticking exercises purely 
discharging a legal obligation in deed if not in spirit. In some instances, the lack of 
valid alternatives to a particular option can made the outcome of a consultation 
appear to be a fait accompli. This will inevitably colour both the propensity of 
people to engage with the Council and the value placed upon that engagement by 
decision makers. This is explicitly addressed in the drive for timely and effective 
consultations through the Consultation and Engagement Strategy. However, the 
extent to which this occurs is clearly a matter both of political will and effective 
forward planning. 
 

3.4 Furthermore, members may wish to place an emphasis on evaluating their own 
roles in community engagement. Within the city, councillors are plainly the most 
locally-accountable politicians, with each councillor being responsible both to the 
residents of their ward and the city as a whole. In this representative role, 
councillors stand at the heart of the relationship between local communities and 
the Council. Consideration could therefore be given to possible means by which 
either the role of the councillor as a community ambassador can be promoted or 
how councillors can be given the tools and skills to increase and improve their 
level of engagement with local communities. 
 

3.5 
 

The increasingly widespread use of digital technology offers further opportunities 
for precisely-targeted and timely consultation. The Council already makes 
extensive use of online consultations and has a high number of daily interactions 
via its social media accounts with people who live or work in the city. Online 
services such as Google Opinion Rewards or YouGov offer polling models 
targeted towards particular demographics in individual areas, which may provide 
relevant models for future engagement. While the implementation of ‘big data’ 
solutions is clearly in its infancy, members will note that there may be increased 



opportunities for the huge quantities of digital information generated by Lincoln’s 
residents to guide future policy. This use of big data represents a potential form of 
silent engagement, with people’s behaviour and views shaping outcomes 
regardless of whether they have explicitly provided them to the relevant authority. 
 

4. Organisational Impacts  
 

4.1 Finance  
There are no direct financial implications arising from this report. 
 

4.2 Legal Implications  
There are no direct legal implications arising from this report. 
 

5. Recommendation  
 

5.1 
 

That members note the report and determine whether any aspect of the Council’s 
current engagement with the public should be considered in any further detail. 

 


