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1. Executive summary  
 
1.1 Understanding the needs of our communities and residents is essential 

to sound decision-making and the provision of efficient and effective 
public services. Consultation and community engagement can increase 
our understanding of community needs. 

 
1.2 In July 2011 the City Council approved a Code of Best Practice on 

Consultation and Community Engagement in order to establish clear 
principles to guide council departments to ensure a more structured, 
proportionate and appropriate approach to consultation. This report 
reviews the impact that the Code of Practice has had on the way the 
City Council conducts consultation.  

 
2. Recommendations  
 
2.1 The Executive Councillor is recommended:  
 

a) To endorse this review of the progress made with the implementation 
of the Code of Practice.  

 
3. Background  
 
3.1 The intention to develop a Code of Best Practice on Consultation and 

Community Engagement was announced in Cambridge City Council’s 
annual statement 2010-11.  
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3.2 This intention was consistent with both local and national political 

ambitions to improve decision making by increasing transparency and 
involving service users and residents more actively in the policy-
formation and decision-making processes.  

 
3.3 The Council has been carrying out consultation work and engaging 

with the community for many years, and there is much good practice 
to learn from and build on within the authority. The purpose of 
developing a code was to ensure a more structured, proportionate and 
appropriate approach to consultation across the organisation. It would 
support the delivery of the Council’s vision of:  

 
‘A city whose citizens feel they can influence public decision making 
and are equally keen to pursue individual and community initiatives.’ 

 
3.4 The City Council approved a Code of Best Practice on Consultation 

and Community Engagement in July 2011. At the time officers 
committed to reviewing the impact and content of this Code of 
Practice after one year of operation, in consultation with ward 
councillors, council staff, partner organisations, residents and 
community groups.  

 
Implementation of the Code of Practice  
 
3.5 All staff and councillors involved in consultation and community 

engagement are required to have regard to the Code of Practice. In 
order to ensure the successful implementation of the Code, the 
following steps have been taken:  

 
a) Copies of the Code have been sent to relevant staff and councillors, 

and the document is available on the Council’s intranet and website. 
An article was included in the staff newsletter ‘Insight’ to raise the 
awareness of staff.  

 
b) The officer working group on consultation has continued to meet in 

order to share and compare experience of consultations, learn lessons 
from each other and in particular to identify and address any 
unnecessary inconsistencies in the ways that we consult.  

 
c) The officer consultation toolkit that was developed by the Community 

Services department in 2009 has been reviewed, refreshed and 
promoted to staff across the Council.  
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d) A managers briefing on ‘Good Consultations’ was held in February 

2012. Case studies were used to promote examples of good practice, 
explore lessons learnt, share tips and set out the benefits of 
consultation to managers.  

 
e) Training on how to write effective questions for surveys and 

consultations has been held for staff working in different services 
across the organisation.  

 
f) A forward plan of consultations has been produced so that officers can 

identify opportunities for working together, rather than consulting the 
same people twice.  

 
g) The consultation database, which includes contact details for 

residents associations and community groups, has been updated and 
promoted to staff.  

 
h) A range of Facebook pages and a Twitter account have been 

established to improve how we communicate with residents, and they 
have been used to promote consultations.  

 
i) North Area Committee has tried new ways of engaging and consulting 

residents, including through social media. Nearly 700 people input into 
the North Area Committee pilot consultation, which included 
engagement with young people and minority groups. Members used 
the consultation responses to agree local priorities and the City 
Council has developed a plan to address the issues that were raised. 
It has also been agreed to delegate further decisions to the Area 
Committees, for example Safer City Grants and elements of priority 
setting and decisions for capital work to develop community facilities.  

 
Impact of the Code of Practice   
 
3.6 The purpose of developing a code was to ensure a more structured, 

proportionate and appropriate approach to consultation across the 
organisation. It was not expected that the number of consultations run 
by the City Council would change significantly as a result of the 
introduction of the Code of Practice, and this has so far proved to be 
the case. The more important question is whether there has been an 
improvement in the way in which the authority conducts consultation.  

 
3.7 A range of methods have been used to assess the impact of the Code 

of Practice, including: a self-assessment by officers, the use of case 
studies and the feedback from two focus groups that were held to 
discuss the City Council’s approach to consultation. The first focus 
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group was held with residents associations on the 16th of June and the 
second was with representatives of community groups on the 18th of 
June. In total, 30 people shared their views and experiences with us.  

 
3.8 The impact of the code has been assessed against the guiding 

principles for undertaking consultation and community engagement, 
which are set out in the Code of Practice. These guiding principles are 
openness, accessibility and inclusiveness, and transparency and 
accountability.  

 
Openness 
 
3.9 The City Council recognises it must be clear about which decisions 

and actions have already been decided and which are open to 
consultation and debate. The Code of Practice guides officers to be 
clear at the outset about how and when residents and community 
groups can get involved and make their views known; how their views 
will be used; and (wherever possible) how the decision will be made, 
when and by whom.  

 
3.10 Feedback from the focus groups was that there is still more to do on 

this. Whilst there are some examples of good practice such as the 
case study of the Waste Strategy below, it is not always clear to 
residents what is within the scope of a consultation. Attendees at the 
focus groups cited some examples where the authority has published 
a long document and asked at the end of it whether the reader agrees 
or not. They asked that the authority consistently adopts a more 
sophisticated approach that makes it clearer what is open for debate 
and asks relevant questions that elicit responses which then inform 
council decisions. The Consultation Working Group will continue to 
highlight to colleagues throughout the organisation the importance of 
producing clear consultation documents that ask appropriate 
questions.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Report Page No: 5 

 
Case study: Waste Strategy  
 
Purpose: To find out what residents thought about possible changes to their 
bin collections, and to find out what would encourage residents to recycle 
more.  
 
Methodology: telephone survey of 1,000 residents, across all wards and 
socio-economic groups within the city, and a survey on our website.  
 
In line with the Code of Practice we asked questions around where there 
was a choice to be made, and on a subject that residents were interested in. 
The consultation has enabled us to improve the service we provide and 
make significant savings in a way that the majority of residents consulted 
will support. As a result of the feedback received we won’t collect bins on a 
Sunday, and we will continue to collect the different bins that resident’s have 
on the same day.  
 
The local media took an interest in the consultation which generated 
increased public debate on the matter. This provided the City Council with 
an opportunity to promote how people could have their say, and after the 
consultation had closed, to feedback to residents how they had influenced 
the final decision.  
 
One lesson that was learnt from the consultation was the importance of 
ensuring that web versions of surveys are tested robustly before being 
promoted to the public. 
 
Accessibility and inclusiveness 
 
3.11 It is paramount that all our residents and community groups have the 

opportunity to take part in our consultation and community 
engagement activities, regardless of their background. This means 
ensuring that the venues used are accessible to all who wish to 
participate. The times when consultation activities take place and the 
time given to respond to consultations must also be reasonable and 
appropriate.  

 
3.12 The Code of Practice encourages officers to engage residents and 

community groups sufficiently early in the decision-making process to 
enable their views to genuinely inform the final decision. The Code 
and the toolkit direct officers to pay particular attention to methods 
likely to engage vulnerable and socially excluded residents or groups 
where those groups are potentially affected by decisions.  
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3.13 The focus groups highlighted the success of the approach that has 
been adopted by the City Council’s North Area Committee to engage 
with a wider range of people living and working in Cambridge. The 
changes that have been made were felt to have encouraged greater 
and more direct interaction between residents and councillors. The 
agenda has been focussed more on issues that really matter to local 
people, and this in particular was stressed as a real achievement.  

 
3.14 The feedback included that consultation does not always have to 

involve big set piece events, but that more regular engagement works 
well, for example the way the North Area Committee has operated 
recently. Attendees at the focus groups encouraged the City Council 
to make greater use of a community engagement approach alongside 
consultation techniques, and to utilise the skills of the Community 
Development officers. It was suggested that using this approach more 
consistently would enable the authority to engage with an even wider 
range of people. The Consultation Working Group will continue to 
highlight to colleagues the need to use a range of methods to ensure 
that the authority is obtaining, and listening to, the views of people 
from all the different communities of Cambridge.  

 
Case study: CB4 consultation  
 
Purpose: To better understand the views and priorities of residents living in 
North Area.  
 
Methodology: distributed freepost postcards with two key questions on; went 
to community events, such as the Arbury Carnival; targeted hard to reach 
groups, such as young people by using the Dec Bus; and attended 
meetings of community groups, such as an Asian women’s group.  
 
The approach was centred on the principle that people don’t have to go to a 
City Council meeting to have their say. We combined a variety of methods 
to get a more complete picture of local priorities, so that we could use our 
resources to make improvements that really matter to the people living in 
the area.  
 
Over 650 people responded. Councillors used the consultation to agree 
local priorities. Street scene issues were a clear priority, and the Head of 
Streets and Open Spaces recently fed back to the North Area Committee on 
the significant progress in tackling the issues raised, in order to maintain the 
‘You said, we did’ approach.  
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Case study: Parkside Pools changing facilities  
 
Purpose: To shape the £350,000 refurbishment of Parkside Pools changing 
facilities, and in particular to inform the tender specification.  
 
Methodology: information and paper based copies of consultation 
documents around the pool, at reception and in the foyer; online survey 
available to anyone and promoted to the pools clients, including clubs and 
schools; face-to-face consultation with users, clubs and staff; and targeted 
consultation with equalities groups.  
 
The local media took an interest in the consultation, which was successful at 
engaging with a wide range of stakeholders. For example, feedback from 
the city’s transgender community revealed that some individuals felt 
uncomfortable changing in the family cubicles or the disabled changing 
rooms as they did not fall into either category. Consequently the refurbished 
changing area now consists of cubicles allocated within male, female and 
gender neutral areas. The new layout also takes into account the needs of 
the city’s Muslim women, who would not want to change in a unisex area.  
 
 
Transparency and accountability 
 
3.15 It is important that information provided to support consultation and 

community engagement is clear, accessible and tells people how and 
when they can get involved and make their views known; how their 
views will be used; and (wherever possible) how the decision will be 
made, when and by whom.  

 
3.16 The City Council ensures that all consultations we run provide clear 

contact details so that people can find out further information or ask 
questions. Wherever possible, officers are setting out when and where 
the consultation results will be considered and who will make the final 
decision about the issue.  

 
3.17 We updated our consultation toolkit in September 2011. The 

document supports City Council staff consult and involve communities 
effectively. It is located on the Council’s intranet and has been 
promoted to staff, including at the Manager’s Briefing in February 
2012. Training has also been provided to help officers to develop the 
appropriate skills, for example training on writing effective questions 
was commissioned and delivered in April 2012. The Consultation 
Working Group will continue to promote the Code of Practice and the 
toolkit, as well as identify any training needs.  
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3.18 The consultation database, which includes contact details for 

residents associations and community groups, has been updated and 
promoted to staff. However, feedback from the focus groups included 
that we need to do more to ensure that people are aware of the 
consultations we are running, in particular the smaller, more local 
consultations. The redevelopment of the City Council’s website will 
offer new opportunities for achieving this, for example it will include 
the functionality to enable people to sign up to receive regular emails 
about current and upcoming consultations. It is recognised though that 
the authority cannot rely on technology to make people aware of what 
it is doing, so officers will need to continue to consider different ways 
of promoting consultations.  

 
3.19 Key to successful consultation is to ensure that feedback is available 

to participants on the results of their involvement and the decisions 
made, as well as to keep them informed of progress in implementing 
the decisions. The consultation section on our website now includes 
links from each closed consultation to the reports showing the 
findings, and where possible, the appropriate committee report. As 
well as putting the results of consultations on our website and in 
committee reports, officers are, with increasing consistency, sharing 
these directly with the people that have been consulted. Feedback 
from both focus groups was that this is of paramount importance; 
otherwise people will stop responding to consultations if they cannot 
see what difference sharing their views makes.  

 
Case study: Single Equality Scheme 2012-15 
 
Purpose: To shape the new Single Equality Scheme, which incorporated the 
City Council’s equality objectives that are required by the Equality Act 2010.  
 
Methodology: discussion at the City Council’s Diversity Forum with a wide 
range of relevant local organisations; online consultation response form 
promoted to local equality groups; and consultation with partner 
organisations.   
 
The consultation was promoted on our website and in an article in 
Cambridge Matters. The consultation ran for thirteen weeks – the additional 
week was included to take into account that the consultation ran over 
Christmas.  
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In line with the Code of Practice we produced a summary of the consultation 
responses received and explained how these responses were used to 
influence the final document. The summary was not only published on our 
website, but also sent to everyone that had responded to the consultation. 
To keep residents informed we will be providing regular updates to the 
people that responded to the consultation on the progress with 
implementing the Single Equality Scheme.  
 
 
Conclusions and next steps  
 
3.20 Overall, the Code of Practice and accompanying consultation toolkit 

have supported officers to conduct, in many instances, high quality 
consultation and community engagement activity. The case studies 
outlined in this report demonstrate good practice from across the 
organisation. The challenge for the City Council, as for any other 
public body, is to ensure that the public involvement work it 
undertakes is consistently of a high standard and appropriate to the 
matter at hand.  

 
3.21 The authority continues to learn lessons from the consultation and 

engagement activity that it carries out in order to improve what it does 
next time. For example, in response to a need identified by officers 
from different parts of the organisation, the training on how to write 
effective questions for surveys and consultations was commissioned. 
The Consultation Working Group will give serious consideration to the 
feedback obtained from residents associations and community 
groups, and put in place actions to respond to the areas for 
improvement that were identified, within the resources available.  

 
3.22 The consultation register provides a way for officers to share the 

consultation activity they are planning, so that services can identify 
opportunities to work together. It is felt that further work needs to be 
done to ensure this tool is utilised and that we work as one Council 
when consulting. Similarly, we need to ensure that we work with our 
partner organisations to undertake consultation and community 
engagement activities when this is the most appropriate and efficient 
way of using our collective resources. The City Council must also 
ensure that the results of our consultations are widely shared and 
acted upon in order to ensure that we achieve the best value for 
money from our consultation and engagement activity.  
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3.23 Officers need to continue to work to ensure that all councillors are 

notified of all major consultations, and that ward councillors, as 
representatives of their communities, are advised of any consultation 
or community engagement activities that affect their wards.  

 
3.24 The Code of Practice will continue to be promoted to officers and the 

Consultation Working Group will continue to meet to share best 
practice. The Strategy and Partnerships team will be reviewing options 
for the City Council’s corporate consultation programme in the coming 
months. This work will include exploring alternative approaches to 
public consultation on budget issues and satisfaction with Council 
services.  

 
4. Implications  
 
(a) Financial Implications 
 
4.1 Few services have dedicated consultation budgets. It was estimated 

that in the 2010-11 the City Council spent approximately £77,000 on 
specific consultation activity across a wide range of services.  The 
bulk of this was statutory consultation on planning matters, including 
advertising costs. This figure does not include the costs associated 
with consultation on conservation areas. Nor does it include the cost 
of staff time for managing these exercises or for undertaking the wide 
variety of informal consultation that takes place as part of officers’ 
normal duties. 

 
4.2 Council Departments need to be conscious of cost when planning 

consultations, and take care to be proportionate and appropriate in 
what they plan, taking advantage of low cost options wherever 
possible, including existing fora such as ward councillor surgeries, 
area committees, Cambridge Matters and the Council’s website. 

 
(b) Staffing Implications   (if not covered in Consultations Section) 
 
4.3 All staff and councillors involved in consultation and community 

engagement are required to have regard to the code of practice. A 
number of staff in the Council are highly skilled at consultation and 
community engagement, and the network of officers with experience 
of consultation provides a fora for sharing experience and expertise to 
raise the quality of consultation and community engagement across 
the Council.  
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(c) Equal Opportunities Implications 
 
4.4 An equality impact assessment of the Code of Practice was 

completed. In summary, the Code of Practice was intended to have a 
positive impact by ensuring that the Council considers (and takes 
steps to address) accessibility issues when undertaking consultations. 
All the case studies in this report demonstrate the accessibility and 
inclusiveness are being considered in our consultation and community 
engagement activity.  

 
(d) Environmental Implications 
 
4.5 There are limited environmental implications resulting from the Code 

of Practice. Engaging through face-to-face meetings or providing 
paper copies of consultation documents, for instance, may consume 
more resources than relying solely on electronic forms of consultation, 
but the social benefits are considered to outweigh any environmental 
disbenefits.  

 
(e) Consultation 

 
4.6 Consultation is the subject of this report.  

 
(f) Community Safety 
 
4.7 There are no direct implications for community safety arising from this 

report.  
 
5. Background papers  
 
5.1 These background papers were used in the preparation of this report:  
 

• Code of Best Practice on Consultation and Community Engagement 
and its Equality Impact Assessment.  

 
6. Appendices  
 
Appendix A: Code of Best Practice on Consultation and Community 
Engagement  
 
 
 
 
 
 



Report Page No: 12 

7. Inspection of papers  
 
To inspect the background papers or if you have a query on the report 
please contact: 
 
Author’s Name: Chris Williams 
Author’s Phone Number:  01223 - 457063 
Author’s Email:  Chris.Williams@cambridge.gov.uk 
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