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1. Purpose of Report 

 
1.1 At the last meeting of the Committee, members considered a report regarding the 

overall manner in which the Council engages with the public. 
 

1.2 Having considered the provided report, members resolved to investigate the 
following three areas in further detail: 
 

 Engaging with under-represented groups. 

 The extent to which councillors and the Council acted as effective 
intermediaries for public opinion, and whether existing consultative bodies 
could be made more representative. 

 Using online facilities to improve the quality of engagement. 
 

1.3 This report is therefore provided in order to allow members to give further 
consideration to these topics. 
 

2. Engaging with under-represented groups. 
 

2.1 Lincoln, in common with many areas of the UK, has become progressively more 
diverse in the make-up of its population in recent decades. This includes an 
increase in the variety of nationalities, ethnic groups, and religions, as well as 
those self-identifying as being gay, bisexual, or transgender.  
 

2.2 With the apparently increasing diversity of Lincoln’s population and greater 
opportunities for individuals to form parts of complex multi-faceted communities, 
the Council faces new challenges in effectively reaching certain groups, as well as 
generating new opportunities. 
 

2.3 In recent years, the Committee has considered a number of reports in relation to 
engaging with citizens from other European Union countries and with young 
people. This work has particularly focused on improving engagement with local 
democracy. 
 

2.4 However, members have expressed concerns that the Council is potentially failing 
to reach significant numbers of residents, who are not accessible through the 
channels usually used by the Council for consultations and other similar exercises. 
In order to address this issue it is first necessary to establish which groups are in 
fact under-represented. To this end, the work undertaken as part of the 
Consultation and Engagement Strategy review will assist the Council in tackling 
perceived gaps in representation, as seen through work to make the citizens panel 
more representative of Lincoln’s population. 



 
2.5 Consultation and Engagement Strategy review 

As referenced in the last report to the Committee, the Council already has in place 
a Consultation and Engagement Strategy. Officers have recently undertaken the 
following review of the strategy. 
 

2.6 The Council has a statutory duty to provide cost effective and efficient services, to 
consult with our communities on service delivery, and in particular to meet our 
public equality duty. The Council’s Strategic Plan identifies its key priorities, and 
sets out how the priorities will be delivered. In order to achieve service and 
development aims, stakeholders must have the opportunity to provide feedback on 
current service provision and have a say in the planning and delivery of future 
developments. 
 
The Council’s 3-year Consultation and Engagement Strategy has been developed 
to ensure that there are processes in place to ensure this.  
 
Consultation in Lincoln is designed around the following principles:  
 

 Bespoke – one size does not fit all, it should meet the specific need 

 Timely – consultation should be undertaken early on in decision making 

 Appropriate – consultation should be proportionate, relevant and accessible  

 Inclusive – all affected groups should have the right to express their views  

 Effective – outcomes should inform decision-making and service delivery 
 
The Council uses a wide variety of consultation mechanisms to ensure that all 
citizens and stakeholders in Lincoln can influence the development of policies and 
inform the way in which services are delivered. Some of the key consultation 
methods regularly used by Council are:  
 

 Surveys: numerous surveys are conducted during each year depending on 
service requirements. From time to time comprehensive large-scale surveys 
are conducted covering all sectors. 

 

 Citizens’ Panel: currently comprising over 700 residents, the panel is 
consulted on a range of strategic and service issues via postal and 
electronic surveys around three times per year, and is good for providing 
trended data. 

 

 Focus Groups: provide an opportunity to talk to citizens, businesses and the 
third sector face to face; answering questions as well as providing more 
detail on the issue under discussion. 

 

 Council website: the Community Voice section on the website has been 
refreshed to allow direct access to online surveys, and results.  

 

 Social Media: this route may attract a different audience to standard paper 
surveys, but used together they are more likely to cover a broader base. 

 
2.7 As part of the formal strategy there is an action plan covering the development of 

consultation over the next three years. Key actions and updates from this include: 



 

 Formal roll out of the new strategy – the new strategy is to be found on City 
People and also on the Council’s website. 
 

 Complete guidance for staff. This is about 90% completed and usable in its 
current state, but as yet has not been formally rolled out. 

 

 Undertake a refresh of the Citizens panel – in 2016 we utilised the services 
of an external agency to recruit around 250 new panel members who were 
specifically targeted to maintain the proportionality of the panel. In addition 
the Policy team undertook an exercise to target students and successfully 
obtained 55 new registrations from the student intake at Fresher’s fair. 

 

 Undertake a minimum of three Citizens Panel surveys – the second survey 
for 2016/17 is currently underway, this is the standard November 
satisfaction survey. The third survey is not always conducted, this would be 
in January/February of 2017. 
 

 Undertake consultation for any major service or policy change – in 
September 2016 we undertook a major consultation on the developing 
Strategic Plan (now called the 2020 Vision) This included a large citizens 
focus group (40 people), extensive direct contact to identified key contacts, 
a member focus group, a tenants panel presentation, presence at the 
Business Growth Conference and a 2 page questionnaire/advert in the 
centre pages of Your Lincoln to every home in Lincoln, with social media to 
promote completion. 
 

 We also conducted an extensive survey to all affected households when 
determining the way forward for Residents Parking Permits. 
 

 Refresh the Community Voice web site for external customers – this has 
been more simply named as ‘Consultations and Questionnaires’ so that 
people searching the web can find it more easily. Citizens Panel Surveys 
are now accessible through this site as well as results from past surveys. 
 

 Publish a consultation forward calendar each year – we have not 
progressed this sufficiently yet, but intend to take this forward in the new-
year. It involves work across many services. 
 

 Provide an annual progress report to Performance Scrutiny Committee – it 
has been agreed with the Chair of the Performance Scrutiny Committee 
that this will be combined in this report to the Ethics and Engagement 
Committee. 

 
3. Using Online Facilities 

 
3.1 
 

The Council has made use of the internet as a form of consultation for a number of 
years. This has mirrored the increasing prevalence of internet usage in wider 
society, with more people using the internet regularly and for a wider variety of 
services than before. 
 



3.2 
 

The Council already uses online services such as Twitter and Facebook to engage 
with the public and other partners, as well as having an actively-updated website. 
This shift towards online engagement can be to the exclusion of residents who are 
unable to access the internet. However, given the widespread use of the internet, 
particularly among younger people, to ignore this means of engagement would 
appear to be self-defeating. It is also evident that the internet provides a cost-
effective and adaptable platform for a variety of consultations. 
 

3.3 As referenced in the last report to the Committee, a number of commercial 
organisations offer the opportunity for customers to commission online surveys 
targeted to particular demographic groups, including targeting respondents based 
upon their location.  
 

3.4 One of the largest such service in the UK is provided by the online polling 
company, Yougov. Yougov operates by having a large number of potential polling 
clients who are paid to participate in polls. The polling clients give information 
about themselves which allows Yougov to target polls based on the request made 
by the client. This is useful if seeking to conduct a representative polling exercise 
or to poll people with certain kinds of backgrounds. 
 

3.5 
 

However, Yougov and other similar operations are commercial organisations 
which charge for their services. For the Council to make use of this kind of 
bespoke polling would be likely to cost several thousand pounds as a result of 
Lincoln’s relatively limited population size. In addition to the prohibitive cost there 
is also a risk that with a relatively low sample size, the results of consultation 
exercises would be liable to the same kind of distortive sample bias discussed by 
members at the previous meeting.  
 

3.6 Regardless of whether the Council conducts online or traditional consultation 
exercises, it is likely to prove extremely challenging to ensure responses to 
consultations are representative of Lincoln’s population. This is an almost 
inevitable consequence of the tendency for certain groups of people to be more 
likely to take part in consultations than others. However, as referenced above, 
attempts to make the citizens panel more representative are being actively 
pursued. 
 

3.7 Other consultative bodies, such as the Commons Advisory Panel and the Historic 
Environment Advisory Panel are primarily orientated towards providing a venue for 
special interest representatives to liaise with Council members and officers. For 
example, the Commons Advisory Panel specifies the bodies which are 
represented on the panel, and does not give wide scope for general public 
involvement which might make the Panel more representative.  
 

3.8 However, bodies such as the Lincoln Tenants Panel, which comprises tenant 
representatives, adopt a different approach by allowing tenants to elect 
representatives to the Panel. Members therefore may wish to consider whether 
this would be practical or desirable in other instances. It should be noted, however, 
that the Council, in common with others, has experienced some difficulties in 
attracting high volumes of applications from suitable candidates for similar 
positions in recent years. 
 
 



 
4. Alternative methods for gauging public opinion 

 
4.1 As explored above, members noted concerns at the last meeting of the Committee 

regarding the extent to which consultation responses currently being received by 
the Council could be distorted by either sampling bias or misinterpretation. 
 

4.2 Many of the consultations held by the Council are focused upon relatively limited 
groups of people, while others may be more open to participation from the wider 
community. The nature of the consultation clearly has an effect on the extent to 
which a representative response is either possible or desirable. For more limited 
consultations, the lower number of participants is likely to mean that the 
consultees are a more homogenous group and that the lower total number of 
responses makes the gathered data less representative.  
 

4.3 A significant number of councillors carry out ward surgeries which allow local 
residents to raise concerns with their elected representatives. Councillors also 
have numerous other ways to keep in contact with the residents of the wards, 
including political canvassing, attendance at local meetings, and day-to-day 
contact with residents. 
 

4.4 However, the experiences of different councillors in gauging public opinion will 
clearly be affected by a wide variety of factors, including the nature of the wards 
they represent and the councillors themselves. Given their considerable 
involvement with the public, many members will be used to weighing a variety of 
factors in gauging public opinion. This is, though, a skill which is likely to have 
been developed in a manner personal to each councillor. The Committee may 
therefore wish to consider whether members require additional support in either 
understanding the demographics of their particular wards and the city as a whole, 
and potentially in data interpretation. 
 

5. Organisational Impacts  
 

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

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

6. Recommendation  
 

6.1 
 

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. 

 


