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Executive Summary

This report makes recommendations for how public consultation can be fed into policy
debates in science and technology; it draws these lessons from four UK case studies and a
twenty-two respondent web survey.
Engaging the public in a dialogue about the future of science has been seen as increasingly
important (House of Lords Select Committee on Science and Technology, 2000). This
concern with dialogue about science has gone hand-in-hand with an increasing emphasis
on consultation from government (Cabinet Office, 2000). How the outputs of these
consultation activities are used, and can be shaped to be of use, to inform and shape policy
is a key issue in both areas. The Science and Society Subgroup of the Council for Science
and Technology (CST) commissioned RAND Europe to examine the links between
consultation processes and policy-making. The CST is the UK Government’s top-level
advisory body on science and technology and is composed of respected senior figures from
across the field of science, engineering and technology.

Approach
This report presents four case studies of consultation processes and the results of a twentytwo respondent web survey carried out in the UK. The case study consultation processes
were selected, in consultation with the CST, to contain a variety of areas of science and
commissioning organisations, but to focus on processes generally considered to be
successful. Case studies were based desk-based research and one or two key informant
interviews. By analysing these case studies using an analysis workshop we identified a
number of important themes. We then carried out a web-based survey to test these themes
with a wider range of projects. An initial list of participants for the survey was provided by
the CST, and additional participants were nominated by those completing the survey. The
survey was completed by 9 funders, 10 contractors, and 3 evaluators. In this Executive
Summary we introduce the case studies (see Box S.1) and discuss the lessons for policy that
emerge from our analysis. In the area of public engagement with science the term “dialogue”
has a variety of interpretations (see Box 1.1).

Emerging Lessons for Policy
There are four areas where we feel this study should inform policy.
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Preserving capacity

Capacity is important in relation to the public’s willingness to engage and those carrying
out the dialogue processes. A number of case studies raise the concern that the public may
begin to suffer from “consultation fatigue”. Such disillusion with consultation could be
bought on by a lack of clarity in how the public’s input is used in policy-making, or an
apparent lack of influence of public consultation. In the two case studies the results of the
consultation or policy process were fed back to participants. In contrast all the survey
respondents answering about feedback, said the results of the process had been fed back to
the participants. A written report was the form of feedback used by both the case studies
and by a majority of survey projects. Work needs to be done to establish whether this is the
most appropriate form of feedback to maintain public interest in consultation.
All except one of the case study organisations made use of contractors to shape and run
their consultation exercises. In the survey two-thirds of the respondents, who were not
themselves contractors, used contractors in their projects. This suggests it is important to
ensure that capacity exists within the supplier community to deliver any increase in the
volume of consultations. The survey suggests that there is potential for problems in this
area as although seven out of nine respondents were satisfied with the performance of their
contractor(s), half felt that the good choice of good quality contractors was limited.
It may be necessary also to ensure that the supplier base has the skills to deliver
consultation processes that approach the ideal of a two-way dialogue between policymakers
or scientists and the public. Finally, although the contractor model relieves organisations of
the need to have internal skills to deliver consultations, they still require the expertise to act
as intelligent customers. The survey responses of the ten contractors suggest that this
expertise is present with a sizable majority of contractors feeling that their clients clearly
communicated their needs; had a clear idea of the outputs they needed; and appreciated
the limitations of consultation methods.
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2003 Energy White Paper
The Energy White Paper: “Our Energy Future – Creating a Low Carbon Economy” (DTI,
2003), was published by the Government in February 2003. The White Paper laid out an
overall strategy for government energy policy through to 2050. Prior to this, the Department
of Trade and Industry (DTI) engaged in an extensive round of consultations, including a
number of public dialogue activities: focus groups, deliberative workshops and web-based
questionnaires. The process grew out of a royal commission in 2000 and the subsequent
Cabinet Office Performance and Innovation Unit (PIU) Energy Review Report in 2002.
Sex Selection
In 2000 the Department of Health (DH) asked the Human Fertilisation and Embryology
Authority (HFEA) to advise on whether newly-perfected techniques of sperm sorting for
selecting the sex of babies should be licensed for use in the UK. The HFEA commissioned
research into the scientific and ethical issues surrounding the question and carried out a threeround public consultation: focus groups, followed by a written consultation and a nationally
representative opinion poll. The findings of the opinion poll – that the public were heavily
against allowing selection for family balancing – were strikingly at odds with expert opinion.
After almost 10 months of deliberation, the HFEA advised in line with public opinion.
UK BioBank
Initially conceived in 1999, but only formally launched in 2004, UK BioBank aims to collect
genetic, health and lifestyle data on around 500,000 45–69-year-olds and to use this data to
tease apart the genetic and environmental influences on common diseases. The project is
funded as a partnership between the Wellcome Trust, the Medical Research Council (MRC)
and the DH. Although UK BioBank is now an independent organisation, much of the initial
consultation was carried out under the auspices of the funders. A series of public and
stakeholder consultations have been carried out in parallel with the development of the UK
BioBank project. Initially the details of UK BioBank were unclear and consultations focused on
general issues of biological sample collection, but as the project developed the consultations
have become steadily more specific.
Food Standards Agency
The Food Standards Agency (FSA) was set up in 2000 with the aim of restoring confidence in
food, after the BSE (Bovine Spongiform Encephalopathy) crisis and a number of other food
safety scandals. We examined three consultation processes carried out by the agency:
•

the issue of BSE in sheep was raised by the possibility that the national flock might
have been infected with BSE by contaminated feed in the late 1980s. The particular
consultation we examined was precipitated by the realisation in 2001 that research
into the problem was seriously flawed;

•

the issue of water in chicken was the bulking up of chicken, primarily in the restaurant
trade, by the injection of water or a dilute solution of hydrolysed beef protein. The
surprising extent of this issue was identified by FSA research in 2000 and led to a
consultation process about how to address the issue;

•

the controversy over the relative nutritional merits of organic and conventionallyproduced food. Activities included a stakeholder workshop and written consultation.

Box S.1: Descriptions of the four case studies
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Clarity and planning

The second aspect that emerges strongly from our work concerns clarity and planning. It is
important to make clear to participants how their input will be used. This includes
explaining the constraints on the policy processes that may limit the impact of their views.
A sizable majority of survey respondents felt their projects achieved this. Managing
expectations is also an aspect that is likely to be important in the success of future projects
and avoiding “consultation fatigue”. In this context it is interesting to note that there was
no particular agreement among respondents about how important participant feedback
was to the success of the current project.
This need for clarity balances against the strength of using an iterative process of
consultation; a process where one stage feeds into and shapes subsequent ones. A
consequence of iteration is that a consultation process may have no clear endpoint at the
outset; UK BioBank is an example of this. In these cases it is important to give participants
in each stage a clear idea of what the next steps might be and how their input will influence
them.
An important aspect of planning is consideration of the likely outputs from the
consultation process. Considering how discord between the public and other stakeholders
– or within the public itself – will be dealt with at the beginning can shape the
consultation process itself. This issue was highlighted in one of the case studies. Survey
respondents were approximately evenly divided over whether possible outcomes were
considered, with slightly more saying they had been.
Synthesis of policy

All of the case studies used relatively informal processes to combine different inputs into
policy. These inputs might include a number of public consultations, stakeholder written
response, interest group lobbying and political concerns. Organisations should be
encouraged to reflect on how their policy-making processes operate and whether they
could be made more open or transparent. However, given the complexity of combining
such diverse sources of information, it is not clear that this is possible.
Although we did not explicitly address this issue in the questionnaire, a number of the
respondents commented that the effect of the consultation project on policy was difficult
to determine given the wide range of other influences on policy.
Evaluation and learning

The issues surrounding public consultation are numerous and complex. In this context it
was striking that none of the case studies examined had been explicitly evaluated. There
was more evaluation in the survey sample. Over half the respondents indicated that an
informal internal evaluation had been carried out. In addition, about a quarter of
respondents indicated a formal evaluation had taken place, with external evaluators
carrying out around half of these evaluations. Three quarters of the survey respondents felt
that the learning from the process had been effectively captured, none explicitly suggested
that it had not. This raises the question of whether there is a demand for more formal
evaluations, although such evaluations could also provide concise summaries of the
consultation process, and hence improve transparency.
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Almost all respondents to the survey thought that they had learnt lessons that could be
useful in other consultation projects. If a central archive of evaluations could be
established, this would provide an opportunity for sharing learning and experience between
organisations. A majority of those funding engagement activities suggested that they would
like to be supplied with such information via a website. However, even more suggested
that contact with someone who had carried out a similar project would be the most
valuable source of advice. Half had sought such advice for their current project. These
findings strongly suggest that a central archive, of project summaries or evaluations, would
be far more valuable if it contained up-to-date contact information for the individuals
involved in running each consultation project.
If consultations are to be improved, it is vital to learn from what has gone before. From
our experience of examining these case studies, we suspect that evaluating such activities
will be a difficult task and that valuable assistance could be provided to develop evaluation
frameworks and tools that could be used either in-house or by contractors.
Caveats and Context

It should be borne in mind that this work only encompassed four case studies and a
twenty-two respondent survey. Furthermore, all of the case studies were considered
successful by the organisation concerned and the survey participants were not selected to
be a representative sample. Because of this the work is exploratory in nature and our
conclusions are necessarily tentative. In addition to the policy relevant themes there are
other strongly emerging themes from the case studies – such as the nuanced understanding
by all the organisations of diverse nature of the public – but these were not explored in
more detail in the survey.
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CHAPTER 1

1.1

Introduction

The Culture of Consultation
The UK Government has attempted to raise the profile of public consultation in
government policy-making over the last decade (Cabinet Office, 2002). A number of
reasons have been suggested for this increase – among them the desire to make better
decisions by including additional viewpoints in the policy process (Cabinet Office, 2002)
and the need to reconnect with a public that is increasingly disillusioned with the general
political process (Baston and Ritchie, 2004; MORI, 2004). The increased profile of public
consultation has gone hand-in-hand with a public that is less deferential to expert opinion
and more willing to question the decisions and motives of policymakers. Furthermore,
emphasis has been placed on improving consultation post-1997, with a number of Cabinet
Office reports devoted to examining the issues surrounding public consultation (Cabinet
Office, 2000, 2002). Parliament has also recognized the importance of additional channels
of public consultation through its House of Commons Select Committee on Participation
in Government enquiry/report “Innovations in Citizen Participation in Government”
(Parliamentary Office of Science and Technology, 2001).
The increasing use of consultations and dialogue processes in government has developed
alongside the realisation in the science and technology arena that it is important to engage
the public in discussions about the future possibilities of science and its regulation. One of
the drivers for this realisation was the increasingly serious ethical issues that were being
raised by advances in biosciences, including advances such as genetic testing, human
cloning and stem cell therapy and more recently the possibilities raised by the enormous
advances in the power and pervasiveness of computers. The issues raised by these advances
raise many questions about rights and responsibilities that reach far wider than just the
science – and therefore are seen to require the involvement of society to address them.
Another driver for engagement with the public was a crisis in trust in science and the
governance of science, brought about by a number of high-profile controversies such as the
measles, mumps and rubella (MMR) vaccine, the transmission of “mad cow disease”
(Bovine Spongiform Encephalopathy – BSE) to humans and the issues surrounding
genetically modified (GM) food. Bringing the public into a dialogue about the future of
science and its implications was seen as a way to try and rebuild trust.

1

Talking Policy

1.2

Science and the Public
Attempts to rebuild trust in and esteem for, science have been through a number of phases.
One of the early landmarks in this area was the 1985 Bodmer Report from the Royal
Society, where it noted that in present-day society, everybody “needs some understanding
of science, its accomplishments and its limitations” (The Royal Society, 1985). This and
the feeling it represented, gave rise to the “Public Understanding of Science” movement.
However, over the following years, greater emphasis was placed on telling the public about
science and its achievements and rather less emphasis was placed on its limitations. This
model of communication has come to be referred to as the “deficit” model of science
communication. This refers both to a feeling that if only the public understood more
about science they would have a more positive view of science and scientists and the view
of the public as an empty vessel that could be filled with knowledge.
During the 1990s there was a shift in perspective and a realisation that it was also
important to talk about the limitations of science and the ethical issues that might be
raised by scientific advances; further, that this process should be two-way with scientists
and science policymakers being willing to listen to the public’s concerns about the impact
of advances in science. These views crystallised in The House of Lords “Science and
Society” report in 2000, which laid out the importance of entering into a dialogue with the
public (House of Lords Select Committee on Science and Technology, 2000).
In the area of public engagement with science the term “dialogue” has a variety of
interpretations. Activities described as a “dialogue” provide more in terms of interaction for the
participants than an invitation for a written response to a consultation document. These
activities could include focus groups, deliberative workshops or face-to-face interviews. The
summaries of the activities are then reported to policymakers. We have used the term
“dialogue” in this broad sense.
However, none of the activities mentioned above meets the strictest definition of dialogue.
This definition requires a two-way exchange between members of the public and the experts or
policymakers. Consensus conferences or citizens’ juries are examples of activities that would
meet such a strict definition of dialogue.
Box 1.1: The meaning of “dialogue”

1.3

Linking Dialogue and Policy
Much work has been done looking at the various ways in which different groups of the
public can be best engaged in discussions of the issues raised by science. But most of these
activities have aimed to raise general awareness and encourage a more reflective view of the
issues surrounding scientific developments. There have been far fewer activities that
attempt to feed the public’s views from these dialogue processes into science policy, to
make the link between public dialogue and policy-making. This link raises a number of
additional issues: such as how to combine the opinions and desires of the public with other
policy drivers and how to ensure that the public is not disillusioned through a feeling that
their input is having no effect.
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1.4

Background to the Study
The Science and Society Subgroup of the Council for Science and Technology (CST)
commissioned this project to provide it with additional evidence about how the public and
wider stakeholders could be engaged more effectively in policy and the challenges that this
raises.
The CST is the UK Government’s top-level advisory body on science and technology
policy issues. It is composed of respected senior figures drawn from across the fields of
science, engineering and technology and draws on additional expertise by inviting nonmembers to join subgroups that are taking forward specific pieces of work. CST advises the
Prime Minister and the first ministers of Scotland and Wales on strategic issues concerning
science and technology which cut across the responsibilities of individual government
departments. CST organises its work around five broad themes (research, science and
society, education, science and government and technology innovation) and takes a
medium to longer-term approach.
“This study will form part of the evidence base for the Council’s work on how public dialogue
on science and technology issues could be used by government to inform policy development
and decision-making.”
Box 1.2: Purpose of the study from the tender documentation

This project used the case-study method to examine four examples (summarised in the
Executive Summary) where dialogue processes involving the public or their representatives
were used as part of the policy-making process in science and technology. In a second stage
we carried out a small scale web survey to test the themes emerging from the case studies.
The methods are described in further detail in the appendix. The focus of the study was
not the mechanics of public engagement that were used, although these were covered, but
how the dialogue process grew out of and fed into, policy-making. By analysing the
similarities and differences between the case studies and the responses to the survey the
study looked at the key aspects of such processes, including the challenges posed in
integrating professional and public opinion. The study aims to contribute to the evidence
base for involving the public in the science and technology policy processes.
1.5

Structure of the Report
The Executive Summary draws together findings of the report and presents policy
recommendations. This chapter has set out the background and context of the study.
Chapter 2 draws out the key themes from the analysis of the case studies and Chapter 3
details the findings from the web survey. The following four chapters then present each
case study in detail. The methods used for the project are described in the Appendix.
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CHAPTER 2

Key Themes and Observations Emerging
from the Case Studies

The first phase of this project was to carry out a series of case studies. This chapter presents
our analysis of the case studies and draws out the common themes and interesting
observations that arise. The case studies were analysed in a workshop attended by the
project team and representatives of the secretariat of the Council for Science and
Technology (CST) and the Office of Science and Technology (OST). The analysis is
described in more detail in the Appendix, but in outline: each case study was presented to
the group; points of interest were captured and then clustered to identify emerging themes.
These themes are presented in the following chapter; however, it should be borne in mind
that with only four case studies taken from such a diverse area, our work was largely
exploratory and our conclusions are necessarily tentative.
A summary of the case studies can be found in Box S.1 in the Executive Summary. We
have identified 10 key themes that emerge from the case studies. These are presented in
Box 2.1 below and then described in more detail in the remainder of the chapter.
Purpose of engagement – why the consultation process was carried out.
Consideration of the public – how the organisations viewed the public and whether they
consulted the public directly or through representative organisations.
Context of consultation – what effects the background to the consultation had and how the
framing of the question affected the process.
Timeliness – how the timing of the consultation related to policy and the science.
Clarity of planning – how clearly the process was planned and whether the likely public
responses were considered.
Governance – what stake the organisations commissioning and running the consultations had
in their outcome.
Methods – brief coverage of key aspects relating to the methods used in the consultations.
Outputs – what outputs were produced and whether these were of use to policymakers or fed
back to the participants.
Outcomes – what the effects of the public consultations on policy have been.
Evaluation and learning – how the processes were evaluated and what the organisations learned
from them.
Box 2.1: Main themes emerging from analysis of the case studies
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2.1

Purpose of Engagement
There are a number of reasons cited for engaging the public, which can be split up or
grouped in various ways. We suggest there are five basic purposes. The purposes of public
engagement are sometimes considered to be mutually exclusive, but each of the case studies
used public dialogue to fulfil all five purposes, although the balance varied. They are:
1. that the public has a democratic right to be consulted and involved in decisionmaking;
2. to raise the profile of an issue, creating greater awareness and better understanding
among the public;
3. to understand better the attitudes of the public;
4. to improve decision-making; and
5. to gain legitimacy for decisions by being seen to involve the public.
In the case of the sex selection consultation the emphasis was on understanding public
attitudes. However, this was driven by a feeling that the public had a right to be consulted
and that by so doing the Human Fertilisation and Embryology Authority (HFEA) would
reach a better decision which had increased legitimacy. In the case of the Energy White
Paper, raising the profile of the issues of energy use and increasing public knowledge was
seen to be a key driver. However, the Department of Trade and Industry (DTI) was also
keen to improve its understanding of public priorities and improve decision-making.

2.2

Consideration of the Public
Segmentation

In all of the case studies the organisations showed nuanced understanding of the
complexity of “the public”. For convenience, in this report we will draw a distinction
between the public and stakeholders – although the distinction is always blurred. We
consider the public to include both members of the general public and individuals who
may be involved as volunteers or participants in a project. We consider stakeholders to be
primarily commercial organisations, service providers, special interest groups and
individuals with professional expertise in the subject area. The exact line between
stakeholders and the public varied by case study and some made further distinctions within
the public or stakeholders – for example, UK BioBank consulted with three separate expert
stakeholder groups: biomedical scientists who would be involved in analysing the data
from UK BioBank; researchers who worked on issues surrounding consent and ethics; and
the nurses and doctors who would be involved in recruiting volunteers to the study.
The dialogue processes also recognised that different sectors within the public might have
distinct legitimacy and importance. In its initial qualitative work, the HFEA compared the
attitudes of different age and ethnic groups before discovering that views were surprisingly
similar and hence abandoning separate examination. UK BioBank consulted likely
volunteers and the general public, as well as using extra samples to ensure that it had
representation from minority groups.
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Representation vs. direct engagement

Organisations must also decide whether to engage with the public directly or with
representatives of the public, such as consumer groups. Both approaches have been used
successfully in the case studies we examined. All of the case studies we examined provided
an opportunity for organisations representing the public to contribute to the process
through written consultation phases.
The FSA is notable for consulting primarily through representatives of the public.
Although the FSA holds many of its meetings, including its board meetings, in public
these meetings are not specifically tailored to appeal to members of the general public. The
FSA does carry out engagement activities designed to engage the public, but these tend to
be aimed at honing the messages for the FSA’s campaigns or assessing the effectiveness of
those campaigns, rather than providing input into policy-making. The FSA’s approach is
particularly interesting, as it appears to have built a solid reputation of public trust despite
not directly engaging the public in extensive dialogue. This may suggest that dialogue
processes are not the key determinant in building public trust. It could be suggested that
the issues about which the FSA consults are more technical or smaller in scope, but we can
see no clear pattern in the issues that the FSA deals with which explains this difference in
methods.
Written consultation

All the case studies included written consultations as one step in the process – often as an
opportunity to comment on draft proposals. Written consultation provides the
opportunity to canvass the views of those who may be directly affected by the changes
proposed as well as other identified stakeholders. It was cited as a mechanism to ensure
that important views or aspects had not been overlooked by the other dialogue processes.
The key problem with written consultations was seen as how to deal with input from a
self-selecting sample, often from stakeholders with specific agendas and fixed viewpoints.
The sex selection consultation was the only written consultation that went beyond the
standard techniques of press coverage, advertising and contacting likely stakeholders for
responses. It sent its consultation document to sixth-form teachers and Women’s
Institutes. Unfortunately, the response rate from these groups was very low – this is likely
to have been partly because teachers were unwilling to put in the necessary effort to
transform the document into a lesson plan and Women’s Institute leaders were not willing
to transform the document into a suitable discussion activity.
2.3

Context of Consultation
Consultations inevitably take place in an environment shaped by previous events and are
affected by the media profile of the issues that they concern. The case studies suggest that
consultations can be affected also by alternative framing of the question that is at issue.
It is clear from our interviews that the furore over genetically modified (GM) foods and the
BSE crisis shaped the behaviour of both the UK BioBank and sex selection consultations.
The high-profile scandals had come close to creating a climate of fear in organisations
concerned with the governance of biological science. This led to a huge desire not to repeat
the same mistakes and was one of the factors leading to such a large-scale consultation
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process for UK BioBank. In the case of the FSA, its existence was due to the BSE crisis and
a number of other public food confidence scandals. However, it is not clear that these
background aspects affected the success of the processes examined.
The FSA cases are the only examples we have examined of consultation processes carried
out when there was a high level of media interest and public concern. The other three case
studies characterised the public profile of their issues as low. This meant that in most cases,
there was not large-scale organised vocal advocacy of particular viewpoints and that the
political profile of the issue was low. In fact, the consultation process was seen as a tool in
raising the public’s awareness of the issues. In the case of the Energy White Paper,
although environmental issues had a reasonably high profile, the DTI did not consider that
the public was making the link between these wider issues and those of energy supply.
One issue that might be expected to affect the success of dialogue processes is the existence
or revelation of hidden agendas by the organisations involved. Unfortunately, with the
level of detail of our examination and the sample of case studies, it is hard to assess the
importance of issues such as hidden agendas. There are no clear cases in which the
organisations concerned were pursuing these.
Framing the questions

In all the case studies, the way in which the central questions of the consultation were
framed has played an important part in the process. In two cases (sex selection and UK
BioBank), the public saw the question in a different context from the expert stakeholders,
leading to different opinions. In the case of sex selection, the experts saw the question as
primarily one of safety and as these concerns had been largely addressed saw few barriers to
sex selection; however, the public viewed the issue as a moral one, with which they
disagreed. In UK BioBank’s case, scientists saw the project largely in terms of a generalised
research project, whereas likely volunteers have seen it often as a way to find out more
about themselves and their health. This difference in viewpoint has been at the root of the
difficult issue of the level of feedback to be provided to participants. Examining the
different ways that different groups may frame the question may help to predict and
understand different viewpoints.
The DTI consultation concerned a White Paper designed to set out a 50-year energy
strategy and the consultation issues reflected this. Consequently, even very general issues of
implementation – such as how to deal with “Not in my back yard” reactions, were not
covered in the consultation. However, information on how the public considers that these
issues should be dealt with would be useful for policymakers charged with implementing
the White Paper.
Finally, in the case of the FSA, how the question is framed is important in a third sense
because it determines the legislative framework within which the FSA must operate – by
defining water in chicken as an issue of authenticity and labelling it was brought within the
remit of European Union (EU) controls – as an issue of food quality, this would not have
been the case.
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2.4

Timeliness
Timeliness can be considered both relative to the policy process and also with respect to
the issue. A secondary aspect is whether the timing of the consultation process is forced on
the organisation by external events or driven by the organisation’s own processes.
None of the consultation processes seemed overly influenced by time pressure – although
in the FSA case of BSE in sheep, it was commented that the timescale for some stages had
been very tight. The only problem we uncovered was where consultation processes seemed
to have “fizzled out” in the case of the FSA consultations into water in chicken and organic
food research.
The White Paper consultation had a clear timetable that tied into the production of the
draft bill, whereas the UK BioBank consultation was a far more open-ended and iterative
consultation process with no clear endpoint visible from the start, but both seem to have
been successful from their organisation’s point of view.
Timing with respect to policy

All of the dialogue processes appear to have taken place at a suitable time to influence the
relevant policy developments. In the case of UK BioBank, the consultation process evolved
along with the overall project; in the case of the White Paper there was also parallel
development, but over a much shorter time period. The sex selection consultation was
requested to feed into policy development at the Department of Health (DH) but also
seems to have been particularly well-timed with respect to the development of the
technology: sperm sorting technology had reached the stage where it had easily
understandable repercussions – although the ability to select the sex of a baby was
becoming available in the US, it was not available in the UK. The FSA consultations were
also timed to allow them to feed into policy, however the determination of that policy
seems to have been delayed with the water in chicken and organic food research examples.
Proactive vs. reactive

The line between proactive and reactive consultations is not necessarily an easy one to
draw. For example, in the case of sex selection the timing of the process was largely under
the control of the HFEA, but the DH request sparked the consultation, due to
developments in sperm sorting in the US. The FSA consultations were the most reactive
we examined – although interest in water in chicken and organic food research was initially
triggered by the FSA. It is not clear that this distinction was a major determinant of
success, although it may affect the approaches that can be used and the importance of
managing sensitivities.
2.5

Clarity of Planning
Whether the dialogue processes had clear plans and timelines does not seem to have been a
major factor in success. UK BioBank in particular had no clear idea of its endpoint when
the process began and it proceeded in an iterative manner with issues raised by one round
of consultation shaping and in some cases, determining the next stage of the process. In
contrast, the HFEA and DTI processes had clear timelines and project plans laid out at the
beginning.
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Consideration of outputs

The possible outputs of the consultation process were not generally considered in advance.
While this is difficult to investigate in detail retrospectively, there is a clear case in the
HFEA consultation. In this case, the subject experts were generally in favour of allowing
sex selection and the fact the public would be so heavily against it was not considered or
predicted. This led to a delay while the HEFA considered how to deal with these
contradictory opinions. In other cases, public views appear to have been in broad
agreement with expectations, so the issue has not arisen.
After its experience with the sex selection consultation the HFEA now takes a far more
nuanced attitude to public consultation and, in areas where it feels there may be strong
moral arguments for making policy out of line, it carries out consultations aimed more at
understanding public attitudes than quantifying public opinion.
2.6

Governance
Consultations can be managed either by organisations with a stake in the outcome of the
process, or by organisations with a degree of independence from the policy process.
Independent governance of the dialogue process might be seen as important to the success
of the process, however our case studies did not suggest this. Within our case studies there
is a range of increasing independence from UK BioBank and the DTI, through the HFEA
to the FSA. The least independent processes were the DTI case, in which the Government
commissioned the dialogue activities and UK BioBank where the consultation processes
were commissioned by the funders of the project. All of the cases are considered successes,
although there has been a small amount of criticism of UK BioBank because of the
funders’ position in commissioning the processes. In the sex selection case the HFEA was
independent from the policymakers in the DH. When considering the issue of BSE in
sheep, the FSA (already an independent body) set up a semi-independent steering group to
provide recommendations.
The various roles of managing the dialogue processes have been summarised in Figure 2.1
(below). At the highest level is the organisation that is sponsoring the policy, followed by
the organisation which commissions and the organisation which runs the individual
dialogue activities. It would also be possible for there to be a contractor coordinating the
subcontractors delivering each dialogue activities, although we did not see any examples of
this.
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Figure 2.1: Summary of the governance relationships in the four case studies

2.7

Methods
Although this project did not set out to investigate the methods used for public dialogue
there are a number of general issues of importance to policy that emerged from the case
studies.
Triangulation

All the case studies used a range of consultation methods to provide different assessments
of public attitudes and used these alternative techniques to strengthen understanding of
public attitudes, a technique referred to as triangulation. For example, the HFEA used
focus groups to investigate how the public thought about sex selection in detail and then
polling to gain a statistically representative quantification of public attitudes. Although the
FSA consulted primarily representatives of the public, it worked with them in two different
ways. It canvassed the views of a wide range of stakeholders in open meetings but also
worked with smaller working groups to produce draft reports.
Iteration

All the processes contained iterative elements with the results of one activity feeding into
latter stages of the process. The clearest example of this was UK BioBank, where the later
stages of the process were planned after the initial stages and hence heavily shaped by them
both in content and mechanism – for example, the identification of the need to bring in
additional expertise from experts in ethics and consent in parallel with the second round of
public consultations.
Subcontractor usage

All consultation processes, except the FSA, used a range of subcontractors to run the public
dialogue activities. This was because the organisations felt that they did not have the inhouse expertise to run the activities and because they saw additional credibility in the
“independence” and “professionalism” provided by outside contractors.
Separation of stakeholders

Despite considering them as dialogue processes, none of the activities in the case studies
allowed the public to debate with experts or policymakers. The UK BioBank process came
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closest to a strict definition of dialogue, providing the opportunity for iterative reflection.
This was possible because the initial views of the public were fed to other stakeholders,
before the views of these stakeholders were then presented to (a different group of) the
public in the next round of the process.
Managing expectations of participants

Managing participants’ expectations about the likely effect of their input varied between
case studies and it was not always possible to find out exactly what had been done to
address this. In all cases it seems that the participants were told what they were feeding
into, for example, in the case of the HFEA it was made clear to participants that the
document that the HFEA would be producing could only recommend policy to the DH.
In none of the cases is it clear whether participants understood what the other inputs into
the policy process were. Also, in none of the cases were the participants told how the
public’s attitude would be weighed against the other strands of consultation or policy
priorities.
Written consultation

Although all the case studies contained written consultations, their exact role was often
unclear. They were generally seen as a way for affected stakeholders and lobby groups to
provide input to the process and to ensure that the other consultation activities had not
missed any aspects of the proposals.
2.8

Outputs
Most of the dialogue processes produced reports that were available for download, but how
policymakers used these outputs is harder to ascertain.
Complexity

In the more complex consultation processes, particularly the DTI and UK BioBank, there
were numerous strands of consultation and upwards of five separate reports of public
dialogue processes. We were not able to look at how the messages in the reports were
carried through multiple stages of summarising. However, it rapidly became clear that in
these more complex consultation processes, piecing together the details of what had
happened was not an easy task: it was difficult to sort out who was consulted about what,
and when and how the results were published. If policy processes are to be made more
transparent it will be important to provide clear summaries of consultation and policy
processes.
A second issue surrounding clarity of process is how the various inputs are combined to
produce policy. In all cases this process was informal, generally involving discussions
between policymakers. These policymakers would have received reports on the public
dialogue processes, summaries of written responses, as well as more informal input from
colleagues and key stakeholders. Although this lack of clarity apparently reduces the level
of transparency surrounding decision-making, it does not seem to have affected the success
of the processes adversely.
Use to policymakers

Because of the limited extent of our case studies we were not able to investigate in detail
how easy it was for policymakers to interpret the outputs of consultation, although all
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professed to have found them useful. A number of the processes, DTI, UK BioBank and
HFEA, included deliberative components to address issues of conditionality and shifting of
opinion with provision of information. The ability of information to shift views was seen
generally by policymakers as stimulus of information campaigns.
Clearly, the policy process continuing from the DTI White Paper will lead to more
consultation processes to develop both national and local implementation plans; however,
the consultation ignored some of the general issues that might be expected to arise in such
consultations – e.g. how to deal with “Not in my back yard” reactions. It is unclear from
the case study whether this will cause problems in framing the later consultations.
Feedback to participants

There is a widely-held belief that if feedback is not provided to participants in dialogue
processes, this will “poison the well of public engagement”, with the public becoming
increasingly disenchanted with being continually consulted to little apparent affect. Two of
the case studies (the FSA examination of BSE in sheep and the DTI White Paper
consultations) had elements of feedback to participants – generally with the final report or
draft bill being sent to participants. Without examining the attitudes of those consulted it
is hard to gauge whether lack of feedback is a genuine concern: UK BioBank provided no
feedback, but seems to have been successful. In the case of the FSA processes surrounding
water in chicken and organic food research, a lack of feedback does appear to be creating
“consultation fatigue”; however, this is among public representative stakeholders rather
than the public themselves.
Aside from the issue of whether feedback is important to avoid disenchantment with
consultation, there is a question of whether a copy of the final report is the appropriate
mechanism to provide feedback to the public.
2.9

Outcomes
In two of the cases, HFEA sex selection and UK BioBank, there is clear evidence that the
output from the public dialogue affected policy. In the other cases it is harder to identify
the effect of public dialogue, as there were no areas in which there was clear disagreement
between the public and other stakeholders.
Two clear effects on policy can be identified. In the case of sex selection, the experts were
generally in favour of permitting it for family balancing, however the public were clearly
against – after considerable internal debate, the HFEA decided to go with the public view.
In the case of UK BioBank the public’s concern about the governance of the project,
which emerged very strongly in the first public consultation, led to the creation of the
Ethics and Governance Council (EGC). In cases where the public’s views are not clearly
opposed to those of other stakeholders or the initial views of policymakers, it is harder to
attribute policy to the input from the public – and this is the case in the Energy White
Paper and FSA case studies.
As well as instances in which the views of the public might be expected to change policy,
there are also instances where the dialogue process appears to have led to resolution of
differences between the public and stakeholders. An example of this can be seen in the case
of UK BioBank, where the public and scientist stakeholders have reached a compromise
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position about the amount of personal health information that should be provided to UK
BioBank participants. What is harder to assess is whether both parties have moved a similar
or appropriate distance to reach this position.
Where public opinion is nuanced, rather than clearly opposed or in favour, or different
sections of the public have differing views, it is hard to gauge the effect of public input.
In addition to affecting policy directly, the outputs of public dialogue processes might be
expected to have effects outside the current round of policy-making, affecting what might
be called the “mood music” of policy-making. These effects could be through changes in
the culture and attitude of policymakers and might change the framing of future policy
questions. Unfortunately, the case studies carried out for this project have not been
detailed enough to allow us to investigate these effects – although in the case of the HFEA
it is clear that the consultation had significant effects on how they looked to consult the
public in future.
2.10

Evaluation and Learning
In none of the cases had evaluations been carried out, although in all cases those involved
said that they had learned lessons which affected how they would carry out future dialogue
activities. Neither the overarching procedural issues, nor how the participants in the
dialogue process viewed it in light of the outcomes, had been evaluated. The contractors
that organised a number of the individual engagement activities investigated participants’
views of the activities that they had taken part in and noted that the majority found them
interesting and worthwhile, but this was not in the context of knowing the policy
outcome. Both UK BioBank and the DTI noted that they might consider evaluating the
processes in the future. The HFEA commented that they felt that there had been a lot of
implicit learning from the consultation process, also that they would welcome the
opportunity to share this learning with other organisations and, in turn, learn from other
organisations’ experiences. In the case of the FSA, expertise in dialogue processes in one
area did not seem to be apparent in consultations that were run in other areas of the
organisation.
One concern about the apparently increasing amount of public consultation is that the
public may be disenchanted by being continually consulted but not seeing the influence of
their views. Evaluations that revisit participants’ views of a dialogue process in the context
of the policy outcomes are needed to address this question. It would be particularly
important to examine the views of those who disagree with the outcome of the policy
recommendations, comparing those that have been involved in the dialogue activity and
those that have not.

14

CHAPTER 3

Survey Results

This Chapter sets out the results of a small web survey we carried out to test whether the
themes emerging from the case studies extended to a wider variety of projects in public
engagement with science and technology. The first section provides a summary of how the
survey was carried out and subsequent sections discuss the results of each of the questions.
The observations from the case studies and the surveys are brought together in the
Executive Summary at the start of this report.
3.1

Survey Design and Presentation of Results
The survey was open from 19 January 2005 until 14 February 2005 (a period of 25 days)
and received a total of 22 valid responses. Using their knowledge of the field, the CST
provided us with a list of 47 initial contacts who we invited to complete the survey (Group
1). The survey allowed respondents to suggest additional people they thought should be
invited to fill in the survey, in the event 13 additional people were suggested (Group 2).
Members of the groups who did not complete the survey received reminder emails, three
reminder emails were sent to Group 1 and one reminder was sent to Group 2. Considering
both Groups together we achieved a response rate of 37%, in addition seven members of
Group 1 responded to say that they did not have the experience required to fill in the
questionnaire.
The survey was deployed on the web and respondents were invited to visit the website and
fill in the survey on line – there was no option to download and complete a hardcopy of
the questionnaire. Respondents were not forced to answer all the questions, the number of
respondents (n) answering each question is shown below in each of the results tables.
In some questions respondents were allowed to tick more than one box or answer. In these
instances the results tables show the number of respondents selecting each option and the
number of respondents who answered the question.

3.2

Survey Results
The respondents answered on a broad range of issues and policy areas. Biological topics
included use of human tissue in biological research; genetics and reproductive decision
making; genetic modification of crops; assisted reproduction; and genetics. Non-biological
topics included energy policy; nanotechnologies; waste management and incineration;
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artificial cognitive systems; and next generation information and communication
technologies.
Slightly under half of those filling in the web survey were funders (either sponsor or
commissioner of consultation activities or a project manager in commissioning
organisation). Most of the remainder were contractors or consultants carrying out
consultation activities. Only three respondents were evaluators of consultation projects.
Which description most accurately describes your organisation’s role
in the consultation project?
Commissioner of consultation activities*

3

Project Manager in commissioning organisation*

4

Sponsor of consultation activities*

2

Contractor/consultant carrying out consultation activities

10

Evaluator of consultation project
*Commissioners, project managers, and sponsors of consultation
activities were grouped together and termed "funders" in subsequent
analyses
Table 3.1: Responses to Question 8
(Total respondents = 22)

3.3

3

Background to the Projects
Approximately half of consultation activities had a “very high” or “high” public profile
immediately prior to consultation.
What public profile did the issue have immediately
prior to the consultation?
Very High

3

High

8

Neither High nor Low
Low

6
1

Very Low
No Opinion

3
0

Table 3.2: Responses to Question 9
(Total respondents = 21)
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In approximately 68% of cases consultation in the area had only been occurring less than 2
years.
Is this the first consultation that occurred in this area, if
not how long ago had consultation in this area been
happening?
This is the first

7

6 months - 2 years
2 years - 5 years

6
4

5 years - 10 years

2

10 years or more

0

Table 3.3: Responses to Question 10
(Total respondents = 19)

One might have expected that where consultations had occurred in the area for a longer
time the issue would have higher public profile. However, there was no strong correlation
between how long consultation had been occurring in the area and the level of public
profile of the issue immediately prior to the consultation.
The average length between the first planning meetings for the consultation project and
the final output of the consultation project was approximately 13 months. The earliest
consultation project began in early 1994. Some of the consultation projects were still
underway.
A combination of factors created the need for new policy. The most common factor was
because of “new scientific or technological development”. Other common reasons were
“media demands”, an issue that was “identified through foresight”, “government concern”,
and “expert advice”. Formal requirements under EU law or UK law were least common.
Other reasons included “a desire to be inclusive,” and to inform an organisation’s response
to proposed legislation.
What created the need for new policy? You may tick more than
one box.
New scientific or technological development

12

Media demands
Identified through foresight

5
8

Government concern
Expert advice

8
6

Other
Formal requirements under EU law

2
1

Formal requirements under UK law

0

Table 3.4: Responses to Question 11
(Total Respondents = 21)

Less than one-third of respondents thought it would be difficult for the public to
comprehend and understand the issue involved. For example on the issue of “designer
babies” a respondent commented that “people are interested because it’s real – it’s an issue
that people can identify with”. There was no significant variation in whether the issue
could be easily comprehended and understood by the public according to areas of science,
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however it was interesting to note that in all three cases on nanotechnologies respondents
were ambivalent on the level of public comprehension (selecting “neither agree nor
disagree”).
Do you agree that the issue could easily be comprehended and
understood by the public?
Strongly Agree (Str Ag)

8

Agree (Agr)

3

Neither Agree nor Disagree (Agr/Dis)

6

Disagree (Dis)
Strongly Disagree (Str Dis)

4
1

No Opinion (No Op)

0

Table 3.5: Responses to Question 12
(Total respondents = 22)

More than half of respondents either “strongly agree” or “agree” that there was significant
scientific uncertainty surrounding the issue.
Do you agree that there was significant scientific
uncertainty surrounding the issue?
Strongly Agree
Agree

6
7

Neither Agree nor Disagree
Disagree

3
3

Strongly Disagree
No Opinion

1
2

Table 3.6: Responses to Question 13
(Total respondents = 22)

Most respondents identified a wide range of purposes for their projects, with each purpose
being similarly represented. However, when respondents were asked the main purpose of
the project a substantial majority selected “to develop an understanding of the attitudes of
the public.”
There are a number of different purposes cited for carrying out public
engagement. Please tick all that applied and in the second column of tick
boxes indicate which was the main purpose (if applicable)

Applicable
Purpose

Main
purpose

Providing the public’s democratic right to be consulted
Raising the profile of an issue and creating awareness and understanding

14
18

3
3

To develop an understanding of the attitudes of the public
To improve decision making

17
21

13
4

To increase the legitimacy of decision making

15

3

Table 3.7: Responses to Question 15
(Total respondents = 21)

Two thirds of respondents either “agreed” or “strongly agreed” that “the issues on which
the public’s views were sought were clearly defined at the onset,” and that those carrying
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out the consultation activities had a good grasp of the policy issues and awareness of the
needs of policy makers. There was less agreement that “there was a common understanding
of the purpose of the public engagement among all those that would be using the outputs
of the consultation” although more respondents “agreed” than “disagreed”, more
respondents “strongly disagreed” than “strongly agreed”.
There was less clarity (with approximately equal proportions agreeing and disagreeing) on
whether it was clear at the outset how the outputs from the public engagement process
would be used to inform policy development. Similarly there was an even balance of views
as to whether the possible outcomes of the public consultation were considered.

Please state your level of agreement with
the following statements.
It was clear at the outset how the outputs
from the public engagement process
would be used to inform policy
development

Str Agr

Agr

Agr/Dis

Dis

Str Dis

NA

2

6

4

7

2

1

The issues on which the public’s views
were sought were clearly defined at the
outset

7

8

1

3

0

3

The possible outcomes of the public
consultation were considered (e.g. how
unexpected public opinion be dealt with)

3

6

5

4

1

3

There was a common understanding of
the purpose of the public engagement
among all those that would be using its
outputs

1

8

5

2

3

3

Those carrying out the consultation
activities had a good grasp of the policy
issues and awareness of the needs of
policy makers

5

10

3

2

1

1

Table 3.8: Responses to Question 16
(Total respondents = 22)
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Consultations aimed to consult directly with the individual members of the public were
the most common, followed by consultation that aimed to consult with both individual
members of the public and representatives of the public. In a few cases the consultation
aimed to consult only with representatives of the public.
Please tick either or both boxes:
The consultation aimed to consult directly with the
individual members of the public
The consultation aimed to consult with representatives
of the public
Both

11
3
7

Box 3.9: Responses to Question 20
(Total respondents = 21)

Approximately half of the consultation projects were between £10,001 - £50,000. Of the
remaining consultation projects approximately one-quarter were less than £10,001, and
one-quarter were more than £50,000.
12
10
8
6
4
2
0
£1000 £10000

£10001 £50000

£50001 £100K

£101K £250K

Financial Scale of Project

Figure 3.1: Responses to Question 23
(Total Respondents = 19)
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£251K £1M

Greater than
£1M

Just over half of the projects involved between 51 – 500 participants. No consultation
projects involved less than 10 participants.
8
7
6
5
4
3
2
1
0
10 or less

11 - 50

51 - 100

101 - 500

501 - 2000

2001+

Number of participants

Figure 3.2: Responses to Question 24
(Total Respondents = 22)

More than half of the projects were overseen by an independent steering group, or other
organisation independent of the vested interests in the area. There was strong tendency for
projects greater than £50K to be overseen by independent steering groups the projects (five
out of six projects). There was no relationship evident between use of a steering group and
project size between £1,001-£50,000.
Was the project overseen by an
independent steering group or
other organisation independent
of the vested interests in the
area?
No
Yes
No Answer Entered
Total

£1000 £10000

£10001
£50000

£50001
- £100K

£101K £250K

£251K £1M

Greater
than
£1M

No
Answer
Entered

Total

1
2

5
5

1
3

0
0

0
2

0
0

2

7
14

0

1
3

3

10

4

0

2

Table 3.10: Responses to Question 21 and 23
(Total Respondents = 22)

3.4

Methods, Expertise and Sources of Advice
A wide range of methods are used in consultation projects. The most common methods
used in consultation projects were face-to-face surveys; deliberative workshops;
open/public meetings; and reconvening groups. Each of these methods was used in more
than eight projects. Ten of the consultation projects used either three or four techniques.
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6
5
4
3
2
1
0
1

2

3

4

5

6

Number of methods

Figure 3.3: Responses to Question 22, The number of methods of engagement used in the
projects. (Total Respondents = 19)

Around three-quarters of respondents had some level of agreement that adequate resources
were made available at the start of the project. Just under half of respondents agreed that
the consultation was restricted by the time available.
Please state your level of agreement with the
following 2 statements:
Adequate resources were made available at the
start of the project.
The consultation was restricted by the time
available.

Str
Agr

Agr

Agr/Dis

Dis

Str
Dis

No
Op

4

12

1

3

1

0

4

5

6

4

1

1

Table 3.11: Responses to Question 26
(Total respondents = 21)

If there had been 50% more resources available the most popular extensions would have
been to involve more participants or use additional engagement methods. Improved
dissemination and different methods of engagement were slightly less common. Most
respondents would not have devoted more resources to producing the report. Other
responses included purchasing of an electronic voting system to gather opinions, including
specific sub-groups, and further data analysis.
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If there had been 50% more resources available how would
the consultation have been different? You may tick more
than one box.
Additional engagement methods
More participants

10
8

Improved dissemination
Different methods of engagement

6
5

Better report

1

Electronic voting system purchased to gather opinions
Include specific sub-groups e.g. public involved in clinical
trials

1
1

Inclusion of similar workships with stakeholders

1

The resource was adequate for the needs of the project

1

Table 3.12: Responses to Question 28
(Total respondents = 18)

3.5

Funders’ Experiences
As mentioned previously around half our sample were funders of projects. We asked
funders a series of questions concerning where they sought advice; how they would like to
be provided with additional support; and about the use of contractors. Section 3.6
describes contractor specific questions.
The Funders and Evaluators (Total respondents = 12) were asked whether they considered
that the team had all the necessary skills and expertise to carry out the consultation project.
The majority of them either “agreed” (n=6) or “strongly agreed” (n=4) that the team did
possess the necessary skills.

We were interested in whether, and where, funders of engagement projects turn for advice.
Over three-quarters of respondents were aware of others who had carried out similar
consultations, they knew how to contact them and in most cases they did make contact.
This suggests there is a network of people in this topic area.
Were you aware of others who had
carried out similar consultations, could
you and did you contact them?

Yes

No

Don't
Know

Aware
Contactable

8
7

2
1

1

Did Contact

6

2

Table 3.13: Responses to Question 32
(Total respondents = 12)

All respondents used some form of expert advice to help with the consultation projects.
The most common sources were “free sources” including: formal networks, literature,
websites, and informal networks.
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What sources of expert advice did you make use of to
help you with the consultation project? You may tick
more than one box.
Formal networks
Literature

8
7

Informal networks
Websites

6
6

Consultants/think-tanks

4
1

A range of experts on the steering committee
Expert and professional bodies and leading
practitioners.
Identifying other key organisations with similar interests
and getting their input
The Home Office Animal Procedures Inspectorate

1
1
1

Table 3.14: Responses to Question 33
(Total respondents = 10)

Almost all of the respondents felt the best way to supply them with information about
carrying out public consultation was by contact with a person who has carried out similar
work. A majority of respondents also felt that websites were an effective means of
supplying them with information. Most respondents felt there was more than one effective
way to supply information about carrying out public consultations.
What would be the best way to supply you with
information about carrying out public consultations?
You may tick more than one box.
Contact with a person who has carried out similar
work

10

Website

7

How-to guide
E-newsletter

4
1

Leaflet

1

Table 3.15: Responses to Question 34
(Total respondents = 11)

Majorities of respondents felt that e-mail and publicity surrounding publication of a report
would be the most helpful way to be made aware of such resources. One respondent
specifically suggested networks such as the psci.com network for science communicators
(http://psci-com.ac.uk/).
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How could you most helpfully be made aware of such
resources? You may tick more than one box.
Email
Publicity surrounding publication of report

8
6

Networks such as psci-com
Not relevant

1
1

Table 3.16: Responses to Question 35
(Total respondents = 10)

3.6

Use of Contractors
Contractors were used in three of the four case studies we examined. In the case of our
survey responses, over two-thirds of funders or evaluators used contractors. We asked
funders and evaluators (a total of twelve of the respondents) a series of questions to explore
why they used contractors and the availability and quality of contractors.
The most common reason for using contractors was to provide capacity. To add credibility
(through their independence) and to provide expertise were less common reasons.
What were your reasons for using contractors?
To provide capacity

4

To add credibility (through their independence)
To provide additional expertise
To add capacity, access to sample, expertise and
independence (which also increased credibility)

2
2
1

Table 3.17: Responses to Question 38
(Total respondents = 9)

Respondents tended to feel there was not a good choice of contractors or a variety of good
quality contractors to choose from, which suggest a lack of market supply. However, over
three-quarters (seven out of nine respondents) were satisfied with the performance of their
contractor(s), and contractors were generally felt to be flexible in meeting their clients’
needs.
Please state your level of agreement with
the following statements:
The choice of methods was limited by
contractor expertise.
The contractor was flexible in meeting the
client's needs.
The contractor(s) suggested methods that
you had not considered.
There was a good choice of contractors.
There was a variety of good quality
contractors to select from.

Str
Agr

2

Agr

Agr/Dis

Dis

Str
Dis

No
Op

2

2

3

1

1

6

1

2

Table 3.18: Responses for Question 39
(Total respondents = 9)
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1

4

3

1

4

1

1

1

Talking Policy

We also explored the various aspects of the project working from the contractors and
evaluators point of view. Of the twelve contractors and evaluators, in half the cases there
were other contractors/consultants working on the engagement project.
Approximately two thirds of evaluators and contractors felt that their clients had a clear
understanding of the outputs they required from the consultation project; that their clients
clearly communicated their needs; and that they had a good understanding of the
limitations of various public consultation methods.
Please state your level of agreement
with the following statements:
The client clearly communicated their
needs to you.
The client had a clear idea of the
outputs they required from the
consultation project.
Your client had a good understanding
of the limitations of various public
consultation methods.
Table 3.19: Responses to Question
44
(Total respondents = 11)

Str
Agr

Agr

4

5

3

5

4

3

Agr/Dis

Str
Dis

Dis

No
Op
2

1

1

2

1

2

Approximately half the projects carried out by the contractors, or evaluated by the
evaluators, were awarded by competitive tender. There was no relationship between
whether the project was awarded by competitive tender and the financial scale of the
project.
Awarded by
competitive tender?
What was the financial scale of the
consultation project?
No Answer Entered
£1000 - £10000
£10001 - £50000
£50001 - £100K
£101 - £250K
£251K - £1M
Greater than £1M
Total

Yes
1
2
1

1
4
1

4

6

Table 3.20: Responses to Question 45 by size of project
(Total Respondents = 10)
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3.7

Feedback to Participants and Project Outputs
Steps were taken in all consultation projects to make participants aware of the outcomes of
the consultation project. By far the most common method was by sending a copy of the
report. Other popular methods were sending details of a website, and through informal
contact. A number of other methods gained single mentions, including holding a
celebration event and a letter of thanks.
How were the participants made aware of the outcomes of the
consultation project? You may tick more than one box.
12
5

Sent copy of report
Sent details of website
Informal contact
A letter and a copy of our annual report on the programme and the
findings from the dialogue was sent to all who took part
All registered particants could review all comments on the web site.
They were sent an e-mail notification to let them know this

4

By attending a celebration of the event afterwards
Letter of thanks

1

1
1

Media launch

1
1

Report published on the Internet

1

Sent brief summary of the findings
Website publicised at events, otherwise participants not contacted
other than for evaluation follow-up

1
1

Table 3.21: Responses to Question 47
(Total respondents = 19)

Views as to whether the nature of the feedback to participants played a part in the overall
success, or impact, of the process were relatively balanced, with similar proportions
agreeing and disagreeing. There was strong agreement that the purpose of the public
engagement process, and the likely impact of the participant’s views, were discussed with
participants as part of the consultation project. In addition there was agreement that the
expectations of participants were well managed.
For questions asking for opinions on the outputs and outcomes of the project we separated
out the views of evaluators to check against views of funders and contractors. As there were
only three evaluators only gross differences of opinion would have been detectable, and no
such differences were found.
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Please state your level of agreement with
the following statements:
The expectations of participants, with
regard to the impact of their views, were
well managed.
The nature of the feedback to participants
played a part in the overall success or
impact of the process.
The purpose of the public engagement
process and the likely impact of the
participants’ views were discussed with
them as part of the consultation project.

Str
Agr

Agr

Agr/Dis

Dis

Str
Dis

No
Op

8

8

2

1

1

1

3

7

1

5

2

3

7

10

2

1

Table 3.22: Responses to Question 48
(Total respondents = 21)

A range of outputs were produced by the consultation projects. The most popular forms of
output, in decreasing order of popularity, were: publicly available report, press release,
web-site, internal report, and oral briefing. A few other outputs were mentioned such as a
contribution to revision of existing policy. Most projects produced at least two different
outputs, with eight of the projects producing four different outputs.

What were the main outputs of the
consultation project? You may tick more
than one box.
Publicly available report

16

Press release

11

Web-site

10

Internal report

8

Oral briefing

8

Contributed to revision of existing policy

1

Table 3.23: Responses to Question 50
(Total respondents = 19)

Over two-thirds of respondents felt the output of the project appeared at a suitable time to
inform decision making.
Did the output of the project appear at a
suitable time to inform decision making?
You may tick more than one box.
Too early
About right

1
16

The output had been over taken by events

1

Too late

0

Table 3.24: Responses to Question 51
(Total respondents = 17)
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The majority of respondents tended to agree that the output of public consultation
influenced policy, however similar numbers neither agreed nor disagreed with this
statement. There was even more convincing evidence that respondents felt the outputs of
consultation were robust. There was no consensus as to whether respondents were
surprised by the outcomes of the public consultation activities.
Please state your level of agreement with the
following statements.
The output of public consultation influenced
policy
The outputs of the public consultation were
robust
You were surprised by the outcomes of the
public consultation activities

Agr

Agr/
Dis

1

6

7

1

3

12

2

1

6

6

6

Str

Dis

Str
Dis

No
Op
3

Table 3.25: Responses to Question 52
(Total respondents = 17)

To examine in more detail how respondents felt that the project had influenced policy we
asked an open question about the extent of influence, to which we received fifteen
responses. One third of the respondents felt it was too early to judge the impact of the
projects, two of them commenting that the projects were still on going. Of the remaining
ten: four felt that their project had been one among many inputs to the policy process and
hence it was hard to determined the project’s effects. Three respondents felt that the most
likely effects were to improve policy makers understanding of the views and deliberative
skills of the participants in the projects. Only two respondents pointed to specific policy
outcomes linked to the consultation projects.

3.8

Evaluation
It was striking that none of the case studies we examined had been formally evaluated, so
in the final section of the survey we asked a series of questions looking at evaluation
practices.
Over three-quarters of respondents felt that the learning from the consultation processes
were effectively captured, and no one disagreed with this statement. Of the projects not
being described by evaluators (which by definition would have had formal external
evaluations) two thirds of them were reviewed by an informal internal evaluation. Only
three, less than a quarter, of the projects not being described by evaluators were formally
evaluated.
This suggests that it may be hard to increase the number of formal evaluations as people
involved in projects already feel that project learning is effectively captured.
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How was the learning about the process
captured?
Formal external evaluation

3

Formal internal evaluation

2

Informal internal evaluation

12

No attempt made to capture learning

1

Table 3.26: Responses of Non-evaluators to Question 56
(Total respondents =18)

Despite the small number of formal evaluations carried out all respondents, except one, felt
that they had learned lessons that would be useful to others working in the area. We also
asked whether respondents’ organisations would be willing to share evaluations.
Unfortunately only eight respondents answered this question, but of those that did almost
all of them said they would be willing to share evaluations.

If formal evaluation was carried out would
your organisation be likely to be willing to
share the contents of such evaluations?
Yes

6

No

1

Depends on outcomes of evaluation

1

Table 3.27: Responses to Question 57
(Total respondents = 8)

Did you/your organisation learn lessons
that could be helpfully applied in other
consultation activities?
Yes
No
Table 3.28: Responses to Question 58
(Total respondents = 19)

18
1

We asked for further detail regarding what lessons had been learned during the
consultation project and received fifteen detailed responses. Three of the respondents cited
learning about reaching specific audiences and two noted very specific learning, such as the
improvement in debate brought about “by providing participants with a glass or two of
wine”.
Around half the respondents described learning that was likely to be applicable to other
projects, this included the importance of:
•

providing context or scenarios to frame the science

•

tailoring the level of technical information to the audience

•

beginning planning as early as possible

30

Survey Results

•

placing scientists and non-scientists on an equal footing

•

effective facilitation and chairing

It wasn’t clear from the answers whether the respondents had learned the lessons from the
projects, or whether they were the lessons they felt other people organising future projects
could benefit from. If it was the former case it would suggest our respondents have missed
an opportunity to learn from previous evaluations.
In stark contrast to the case studies, where there had been no evaluations after the
participants knew the outcomes of the consultation, ten of the respondents (approximately
half) stated there was an evaluation to find out what the participants felt about the
consultation, after the participants knew the final outcomes.
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CHAPTER 4

4.1

Human Fertilisation and Embryology
Authority: Sex Selection

Introduction1
This case study examines the large-scale consultation and engagement programme to
examine the issues surrounding sex selection carried out by the Human Fertilisation and
Embryology Authority (HFEA) in 2002–2003. The HFEA is responsible for regulating in
vitro fertilisation and research using human embryos. The HFEA has a policy of openness
which includes publication of its board minutes and a remit to ensure representation of a
broad range of interests and expertise in its considerations. It has carried out around six
consultations over the past six years, the majority of which have been written consultations.
However, the consultation programme in 2002–2003 on sex selection involved dialogue
activities. The HFEA’s role is interesting as it is an independent body, but it carried out
public dialogue surrounding sex selection to provide policy recommendations for the
Government. This case study explores the issues of using an “arm’s length” organisation to
carry out public dialogue to inform government policy. The case study also explores how
the feedback from the public dialogue and stakeholders within the HFEA was integrated
into the recommendations.
What profile did the issue have prior to the dialogue process?

It had been a sensitive issue subject to strong moral reactions right from the start of the
introduction of the first technology in the 1980s; however, its profile in the public mind
was low. But when the issue was raised again around 2000, there was no particularly
powerful lobbying for it.
4.2

Initiation
When did the process start?

The planning of the consultation activities took off in August 2001 when the HFEA
received an invitation letter from Yvette Cooper, Parliamentary Under-Secretary of State
for Health, at the Department of Health (DH). The letter asked the HFEA to “conduct a
further – wider review of the practice of sex selection”. The actual consultation activities
began with discussion groups, which were held in June and July 2002 (HFEA, 2003).

1

The first three case studies are presented along the lines of the case study framework, except where certain
questions were not seen as relevant to the case study. The framework is detailed in the Appendix.
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What was the trigger for the dialogue process? Was it internal or external? Who initiated
the process: government, experts, other stakeholders? Why did the dialogue process
happen when it did? How did this timing relate to the policy process in the area?

The DH sent the invitation letter to the HFEA in 2001 as there was a new technique of
sperm sorting, which could be used for sex selection, coming over the horizon. The
technique, which was at the time already on trial in the US, raised new questions. Sex
selection techniques were previously regulated in 1993. At that time, the only techniques
available that were seen as effective were pre-implantation genetic diagnosis (PGD)-based.
The regulation prohibited the use of PGD techniques for sex selection for non-medical
reasons and left other techniques unregulated, such as sperm sorting using the partner’s
sperm. When the new effective sperm-sorting technique (the flow cytometry method)
became known in 2001 there was a fear that there were legal loopholes allowing sex
selection for social reasons and that the new technique was not safe, both in terms of
potential medical risks for mothers and babies and social damage that could be done to
children who had had their sex selected (BBC News, 2001). The Government felt that
they should have a view on whether or not to license the new technique’s introduction into
the country. The letter did not specifically ask for public consultation, but public
consultation is part of the routine process of the organisation, since the HFEA sees it as
part of its statutory remit to consult the public on important issues. The HFEA had
undertaken a public consultation in 1993 prior to the previous regulations on sex selection.
They thought that the public view may have had altered since that consultation (HFEA,
2003).
What did the organisation see as the aims of the dialogue process? Were its internal
aims the same as its externally publicised aims?

The output report states that the aim of the consultation was “to seek the view of
stakeholders and wider public concerning the acceptability of different uses of sex selection
techniques and the extent of the state’s legitimate interest in regulating these uses” (HEFA,
2003: 8).
Moreover, each of the different consultation activities undertaken had its specific aims.
There were three consultation activities:
1. discussion groups;
2. written consultation; and
3. an opinion poll.
According to the market research organisation that held the discussion groups, the overall
aim of the discussion groups was to provide information on public attitudes to sex
selection, across the range of techniques available and for the variety of reasons for which
people seek sex selection services, focusing on the use of PGD and sperm sorting
(Counterpoint, 2002: 3). In the final output report, the HFEA describes the purpose of
the discussion groups to be:
•

to gain an understanding of which issues relating to sex selection were felt to be of
greatest public concern;
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•

to gain an appreciation of the way in which those participating in the discussion
groups thought about these issues and the language and concepts they used in
order to deal with them (HFEA, 2003).

The discussion groups fed into the other two activities by identifying the kind of concerns
and questions that they should address.
According to the output report, the aim of the written consultation was to invite more
detailed statements of views from stakeholders and the general public, as well as to inform
debate on the matter prior to any decision by parliament. The consultation document
states a more detailed purpose:
[T]o seek the view of the public concerning under what circumstances sex selection should
be available to those seeking treatment and whether any legal provisions should be put in
place to regulate it. (HEFA, 2002: 6)

The opinion poll was conducted to supplement the two previous consultation activities.
The final output report states that the focus of the survey was on public perception of, and
opinions about, the issues of greatest concern that were identified through the discussion
groups. The additional aims of this activity were to probe levels of public awareness of sex
selection practices and the reasons that people might have for seeking sex selection, as well
as establishing the level of importance that they attach to this issue. The specific opinion
poll report states that the objectives of the research were to assess public opinion with
regard to:
•

whether currently unregulated sex selection activities should be regulated;

•

whether sex selection should be available for non-medical reasons;

•

views on the trade-off between use of sex selection and the uncertainties and risks
involved in certain techniques (MORI, 2003: 1).

There is not much written information available on internal aims. Holm (2004) was the
only available published source, he questions the different aims stated in published HFEA
documents. Holm believes that the true purpose of the consultation was either “to seek the
view of pressure and interest groups”, or “to seek views of the public among which the
HFEA can pick and choose”, or “to conduct a politically necessary, but rather meaningless,
public relations exercise”. However, the HFEA strongly dispute this interpretation of their
motives.
Sources close to the process have been suggesting that one of the additional drivers to
public consultation was a feeling that the media would be less likely to criticise the HFEA’s
recommendations if the public’s views had been brought into the process.
Abuja (2003) put forward yet an additional view of possible internal aims. Abuja suggests
that the HFEA consulted the public as they were not brave enough to claim the moral high
ground, so instead pinned their decision on public opinion.
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Why was the dialogue carried out: because of democratic right; to enrich democratic
representation; to help make better decisions; or to build support and raise awareness?

The most obvious reason for which the dialogue was carried out was to improve decisionmaking. The consultation was undertaken to inform recommendations on options for
regulation of sex selection (e.g. HFEA, 2003).
However, there is material on the case suggesting that the consultation was undertaken for
more than one reason. Statements in the final output report and by Suzi Leather, Chair of
the HFEA, which were reported in different articles, such as:
[T]he consultation tried to address the sense of powerlessness people felt in the face of
what they saw as inevitable scientific advance and their expressed distrust of media,
scientists, politicians and big business. (HFEA, 2003: 15)

and:
The development of the new assisted reproduction techniques present challenges and
poses new questions. I feel it is extremely important that people make their views heard on
this important area of public policy. (Boseley, 2002)

reveal that possible reasons for the dialogue also could have been due to democratic rights
and to build support and trust.
This view is supported by sources close to the process. They say that the public is consulted
both to improve decisions and because of democratic rights. The HFEA is very conscious
that it has to make difficult decisions in areas where the media expresses enormous interest.
As mentioned under the previous question, therefore, the HFEA needs to ensure
democratic rights to build support for its work.
What role did policymakers have in shaping the dialogue process?

The HFEA should not be considered to be policymakers in this case. The organisation had
a purely advisory role. The policymakers in the DH did not take part in shaping the
dialogue process, they only informed the HFEA of the questions that they wanted to have
answered. However, some of the personnel within the HFEA who put together the review
that the DH had requested and who formulated the recommendations were involved in
the design of the consultation process. This group within the HFEA managed the initial
preparation of the consultation. It decided to use a multi-tiered procedure for the whole
review, beginning with carrying out three lines of research:
1. reviewing publications on public opinion and rights and wrongs;
2. examining the safety of scientific sex-selection techniques;
3. consulting discussion groups in order to seek the initial judgements of members of
the public about the matter. The discussion groups were conducted by a market
research organisation, Counterpoint.
Those three strands of work fed in to the production of a consultation document. The
HFEA produced as big a launch as they could afford of the consultation document. They
also decided to conduct a third public consultation activity, the opinion poll, which was
carried out by MORI as part of one of their Omnibus surveys. Omnibus surveys are multipurpose surveys on a range of particular topics and is a vehicle for providing quick results
from relatively short and simple sets of questions.
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The risk that the questions that the policymakers wanted answered were not actually
answered due to their being part of the process was small in this case, since the question
was very clear: should the Government begin licensing this new technique; should it
change practice and allow sex selection for non-medical reasons? The techniques of sex
selection may be complicated but the outcome is one that is very easily understood by
members of the general public; this facilitated consultation.
Were the likely outcomes of the dialogue process considered at the start by
policymakers?

The HFEA had not considered different scenarios; they were actually surprised by the
result of the consultation. However, they have had reason to become more reflective about
this matter in light of the sex selection consultation process. Nowadays they are very aware
of the issues that might arise if they carry out consultations which result in a clear vote,
where this vote may go against expert opinion. In areas where they consider the view of
experts to have greater weight than that of the public – for example, in the case of “saver
siblings”, where the issue at stake is the life or death of a child – the HFEA now uses a
different model of consultation. Instead of carrying out consultations, especially the
nationally representative survey (which aims to assess levels of public opinion through
probing for a greater understanding of the public’s conception of the issue), it tries to be
“more three-dimensional”. It consults by listening to the public’s reasons, then informing
their reasons and allowing them to interrogate experts. Finally, it allows them to consider
the issue and come back in order to see how views have changed.
4.3

Process
What processes were used and what mediums of communication? How many people
were involved and how?

As mentioned previously, three different consultation activities were undertaken in this
case. The process is summarised as follows (and diagrammatically in Figure 3.1 below):
1. hour-long discussion groups with individual members of the public – there were
12 discussion groups involving about 140 persons in total. Eight groups were
drawn from a wide range of ages and social backgrounds, while four groups were
held with parents from an ethnic minority background. Moreover, four out of the
12 groups reconvened after a week for further discussion, in order to see if their
views changed by talking to other people. All the groups were single sex and with
matching age ranges and family circumstances. The groups were held in London,
Edinburgh, Belfast, Cardiff and Birmingham;
2. written consultation of interest groups, stakeholders and general public – 248
organisations, including fertility clinics, professional organisations and religious
groups responded to the written consultation. The HFEA received 641 valid
responses in total;
3. quantitative survey of population/opinion poll – face-to-face interviews at home in
198 sampling points. The nationally representative quota sample was made up by
2,165 adults aged 16 and over in Great Britain (HFEA, 2003).
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Figure 4.1: Outline of the sex selection consultation and policy process
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How long did the process go on for? How long did the analysis take?

The whole dialogue process went on for six months. It began with the discussion groups
which were held between 18 June and 16 July 2002 (Counterpoint, 2002). The written
consultation was undertaken between 23 October 2002 and 22 January 2003 (e.g. HFEA,
2002). The public opinion poll interviews were conducted between 9 and 14 January 2003
(MORI, 2003).
The final output report was published on 12 November 2003, which suggests that the
analysis took 10 months.
How were the participants identified? How were they contacted? Who was invited to
participate? Stakeholders, public (which public), professionals, business? Users vs. nonusers? What was done to ensure that representation went beyond the “usual suspects” of
pressure groups, industry lobbyists and academics?

The idea behind grouping the participants of the discussion groups according to sex, age
ranges and family circumstances was to see if there were differences in opinion between
these groups of the public. Interestingly, this did not seem to be the case. The general
public was the main target for the dialogue activities. Both the discussion group activity
and the opinion poll exclusively involved the public, which assured representation beyond
the “usual suspects”.
The opinion poll was conducted by MORI and the questions about sex selection were
placed on a MORI Omnibus.
The consultation document invited all kinds of participants. The HFEA sent the
consultation document to interest groups and stakeholders, while the public could order
the consultation document or download it from the Internet. This distribution method
will have biased the sample towards people that were sufficiently interested. The launch of
the consultation was well covered in the print and broadcast media in order to encourage
people to respond. In an attempt to widen the input into the process, the HFEA also tried
to encourage secondary schools with a sixth form; sixth-form colleges; and citizens’ groups
such as Women’s Institute branches, to download and respond to the consultation
document. Unfortunately, the HFEA received few responses from these groups.
What level of engagement was there: provision of information, engagement in debate,
input into policy process, devolution of decisions?

The public consultation was held as an input into a policy process. The consultation was
used to inform the policy decision on sex selection regulations. However, critics argue that
the weight that the HFEA attached to public opinion in their recommendations indicates
devolution of decision (e.g. Harris, 2003; Pennings, 2004).
How were participants prepared for dialogue? How were aims of communication
communicated to them? How were expectations of participants managed?

The participants were not prepared, in terms of giving them information about the subject
prior to dialogue. However, information was given to them throughout the dialogue.
The HFEA explained to the participants that their comments were going into an advisory
document and made it clear that the organisation did not make policy on the issue.
The HFEA did not discuss with the public how much weight they were going to attach to
the output of the public consultation, since this was a difficult question for the
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organisation. According to sources close to the process, in retrospect, maybe they should
have. It would have been helpful to ask the public explicitly what weight they thought that
the HFEA should attached to their views. Implicitly, the HFEA decided to put most
weight on it.
How were different strands of consultation integrated into final output/
recommendations?

The different consultation processes built upon each other. The discussion groups
informed the consultation document and the opinion poll. There was no problem
integrating the different strands of consultation into final recommendations, since they all
reported strong public opinion against sex selection. On the other hand many of the
members of the HFEA were initially inclined towards allowing sex selection, and the
strength of opposing public opinion was a surprise. The members decided they should
recommend in line with public opinion as preventing sex selection for family balancing did
not give rise to life and death issues (such as would have been raised by preventing sex
selection on medical grounds).
However, this view was not in line with the initial view of the HFEA members. All HFEA
members were to approve the recommendation and prior to the consultation, a majority of
the members wanted to permit sex selection. But after the consultation almost all felt that
they could not give advice that went against strong public opinion, especially since there
was no clear evidence on the other arguments on the matter that had been examined in the
other lines of research part of the review (e.g. Baldwin, 2004).
4.4

Outputs
What was the output of the process? (Was this communicated to the participants?)

There are key findings reports for each consultation activity. Moreover, the HFEA
published an output report of their complete review of the subject, of which the public
consultation activities constituted a large part. The report included explanations of why
they undertook the review, descriptions of each activity, key findings and
recommendations for policy.
How was the output disseminated?

There were two HFEA press launches announcing its recommendations on sex selection:
one at the Royal Institution and one at the Houses of Parliament.
Were there recommendations or simply a report of views?

The output report included policy recommendations. The general HFEA recommendation
was that sex-selection techniques involving sperm sorting should be regulated in the UK
and that current position only allowing sex selection to avoid serious sex-linked disorders
should continue. In more detail, the recommendations were that all treatment with sorted
sperm should be regulated, because of the potential risk of harm associated with the
manipulation of sperm in the laboratory.
Moreover, they recommended that sex selection for non-medical reasons should not be
permitted. Centres must be licensed by the HFEA to be permitted to offer treatment with
sperm sorting by flow cytometry and they can only offer it to patients with clear medical
reasons. Clear information has to be given to those seeking treatment about the
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implications of the procedure. Before treatment is provided a welfare assessment, including
both the child to be born and other children that might be affected by the birth, has to be
done. Detailed information should be collected on all sperm-sorting treatments, in order to
make follow-up studies possible. The aims of follow-up studies are to assess potential longterm risks and the effectiveness of sperm-sorting techniques. Treatment using sperm that
has been subject to gradient methods should not be used for medical or non-medical
reasons (HFEA, 2003).
4.5

Outcomes
What effect did the process have on policy? (Was this communicated to the participants?)

The effect that the dialogue processes have had on policy is not clear yet, since the HFEA
is currently awaiting the DH’s response to their recommendation. However, according to
Boseley (2003) the Government health secretary, John Reid, said directly after the
recommendations were published:
I fully support the view that people should not be allowed to select the sex of their
children on social grounds. I can confirm that as long as I am secretary of state for health,
sex selection will only be permitted on compelling medical grounds … We will consider
carefully whether the law needs to be changed to ensure this ban can be maintained
effectively.

It is interesting to note that the recommendations have attracted quite some criticism but
that no one in parliament has actually tried to argue against it. Even though some might
not share the view of the HFEA, these actors still seem to accept the description of public
opinion and therefore see no reason to drive the issue.
Did it confirm or confound the experts and other stakeholders’ views?

Most experts were surprised by the outcome of the public consultation, since there was no
indication of such strong hostility in the reviewed publications on public opinion on the
matter. The Guardian reports (Boseley, 2003) that the HFEA’s recommendations
surprised observers, who thought that there might be a liberal consensus among experts on
the issue of parents who have tried many times to have a son to balance the number of
daughters in their family, or vice-versa.
What other factors fed into the policy-making process?

Two commissioned reports on the range, safety and reliability of techniques available for
sex selection and on the social and ethical considerations that related to them.
Did it address the aims originally set for it?

Yes, the public consultation informed the HFEA on the view of stakeholders and the wider
public concerning the acceptability of different uses of sex-selection techniques and the
extent of the state’s legitimate interest in regulating these uses.
How was the process viewed in terms of success by various stakeholders?

As always there were divided opinions (e.g. BBC News 2003; Tinning, 2003). However,
there have been a number of criticisms of the way in which the HFEA allowed public
dialogue to influence its recommendation. A shared view among some academics (such as
Dahl, 2004; Harris, 2003; McMahon, 2004; Pennings, 2004; Robertson, 2004;
Schulman, 2004) is that there is no scientific evidence that sex selection is harmful and
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therefore it should not be recommended that the state intervene, no matter what the
opinion of the public may be. Some of these commentators suggest that instead of
assuming that there is harm, the HFEA should have filtered the request from the public
and should have used the public’s view as a basis for initiating further research which could
have created evidence regarding the long-term consequences of sex selection. However, it is
worth noting that no strong criticisms of the HFEA have been expressed on the floor of
the House of Commons, despite the preference of a number of MPs for allowing sex
selection.
The HFEA are probably satisfied with the findings from the processes, since they received
strong indications about the view of stakeholders and the wider public concerning the
acceptability of different uses of sex-selection techniques, which was the aim of the
consultation.
Did it initiate further consultations?

No, but it affected the way in which future consultations are planned and designed by the
HFEA.
What was the quality of dialogue in the field, was it affected by the process?

It is hard to assess changes in the quality of dialogue in the area; however, the HFEA feels
that the consultation process has improved the quality of dialogue. The articles we have
examined do not undermine this suggestion.
4.6

Overarching Issues
How was dialogue process affected by external events?

There were no external events that affected the dialogue process.
How was dialogue process evaluated?

No formal evaluation has been undertaken. However, the HFEA has discussed internally
the lessons learned from the process extensively. The HFEA commented that it would be
interested in learning the lessons from others who have engaged in related consultation
processes and sharing the lessons they have learned.
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5.1

UK BioBank: the Ethics and Governance
Framework

Introduction
UK Biobank will be a national genetic databank. The UK Biobank project is a prospective cohort
study, which plans to collect baseline health and lifestyle data and blood samples from 500,000
volunteers aged 45–69 years. Individuals will be followed up for at least 10 years, with the aim to
find genes associated with common diseases by analysing genetic information, environmental
exposure and lifestyle/personal health information. £61.5 million has been provided to support
the UK Biobank project by the Medical Research Council (MRC) (£28 million), Wellcome
Trust (£28 million), Department of Health (DH) (£5 million) and the Scottish Executive (£0.5
million). A series of public and stakeholder consultations were undertaken to inform the Ethics
and Governance Framework (EGF) and to develop the scientific protocol.
The UK Biobank continues a tradition of countries developing large-scale genetic databases – all
at which are at different stages of development. For example, the Iceland Health Sector Database
was assembled with initial approval from the Icelandic Government in 1998 and with funding
from a private company called deCODE Genetics (the database has yet to become fully
operational) (see: http://www.decode.com/). The Estonian Genome Project was founded in 2001
to oversee the establishment of a database of health and genetic data on the people of Estonia (at
the end of 2003 the Estonian Gene Bank contained data from about 10,000 gene donors) with
funding from the Estonian Government and international private investments. Quebec’s
CARTaGENE project is at an earlier stage than the UK Biobank and is currently receiving
approval and pilot funding from Genome Quebec and the Health Ministry of the Quebec
Government .
Other UK studies, which involve following up a large number of people over several years but are
not DNA-based, include the Million Women Study, Children of the ’90s Study and the 1970
British Cohort Study.
What profile did the issue have prior to the dialogue process?

The profile of genetic databases was relatively low, but probably negative for those people familiar
with genetic databases. This negative response was largely the result of the Iceland Health Sector
database, which had an “opt-out” rather than “opt-in” approach. In addition, the public raised
concerns regarding the commercial underpinnings of the deCODE project.
5.2

Initiation
When did the process start?

Prior to a meeting held in 1999 hosted by the MRC and Wellcome Trust, there were numerous
discussions between the DH, Wellcome Trust, MRC and other stakeholders. The National
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Health Service (NHS) was involved, given that they are the UK’s central source of health
information. The idea of UK Biobank arose in a meeting in 1999 hosted by the MRC and
Wellcome Trust, at which it was decided that a large-scale prospective population study was
needed to establish the interactions between genetic and environmental causes of common
disease. In June 2000, the Wellcome Trust and MRC agreed in principle to the proposal for the
UK Biobank and in April 2002 the MRC, Wellcome Trust and DH decided to fund UK
BioBank. Even prior to the establishment of funding, a series of public and stakeholder
consultations had taken place. Consultation concerning public perceptions of the collection of
human biological samples and the scientific protocol began at onset of the idea of UK Biobank.
What was the trigger for the dialogue process? Was it internal or external? Who initiated the
process: government, experts, other stakeholders? Why did the dialogue process happen when
it did? How did this timing relate to the policy process in the area?

The MRC, Wellcome Trust and DH have largely initiated the process of public engagement. A
key strategic objective of the MRC is to engage the public in medical research, including dialogue
about its implications for society and health (MRC, 2004). In addition, the Wellcome Trust and
DH also recognise the importance of engaging with public dialogue (DH, 2004; Wellcome
Trust, 2004).
The UK Biobank funders were aware that the analysis of health data and biological material by
many projects over time raises a number of ethical, legal and social concerns. At the onset of the
project, the funders were committed to developing a public EGF to set standards for the project
as well as to ensure that the participants were protected and that the necessary safeguards were in
place for data and samples to be used only in scientifically and ethically approved research.
The dialogue process largely took off when the idea of UK Biobank arose in 1999. There was a
strong recognition that a potential population-based study of this size would need widespread
public support. Related Human Genetics Commission (HGC) surveys on public attitudes to
personal genetic information also helped to identify broader issues of possible concern to the
public. At the onset of the idea of a UK Biobank the science community was still absorbing the
aftermath of the genetically modified (GM) foods issue – there were lessons to be learned
regarding the importance of public consultation at all stages of the policy-making process.
Consultation undertaken by the HGC has made recommendations to the Government on policy
issues in this area, such as examining how personal genetic information is treated and identifying
what may need to be done to ensure that concerns over the potential abuse of such information
are addressed. The House of Lords Select Committee on Science and Technology has also
investigated planned activities and the opportunities and concerns arising from the operation of
human genetic databases. Written responses, principally from those involved in maintaining,
developing or using human genetic databases, were received to the end of October 2000 and
published in November as “Human Genetic Databases: Written Evidence” (The Stationery
Office, 2000).
Consultations with the public and stakeholders have been an important feature of the
development of the plans for the UK Biobank, since a project of this scale cannot succeed
without widespread public support (Radda et al., 2002). Genetic databases depend on public
participation; there is a risk that the public will mistrust researchers and simply will not
participate in sufficient numbers. Hence to encourage participation, it is important to include the
public in the development of scientific research and to encourage a free, open and useful dialogue
among those involved (Godard et al., 2004). Due to the scale of these databases, the risk of group
harm gives greater urgency to ensuring that communities understand the project and complexity
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of genetic research, and subsequently to improving informed decision-making in these
communities.
What did the organisation see as the aims of the dialogue process? Were its internal aims the
same as its externally publicised aims?

The aims of the dialogue process largely evolved throughout the development of the UK Biobank
project. Each stage of public (or stakeholder) consultation had specific aims. For example, the
first series of public consultations on the public perceptions of the collection of human biological
samples was not to find out whether the public thought the project was a good idea, but to gain
feedback on the public’s values, preferences, concerns and judgements if the project were to go
ahead. It was assumed that many members of the scientific community and the public would
recognise that UK Biobank has the potential to make major contributions to the science base for
public health.
Why was the dialogue carried out: because of democratic right; to enrich democratic
representation; to help make better decisions; or to build support and raise awareness?

Consultations were carried out to improve and influence the decision-making process, e.g. to
identify pitfalls in the design or study plan and to elicit feedback regarding potential participants’
relevant values, preferences, concerns or judgements (Godard et al., 2004). Stakeholder
consultations (for example, the focus groups held in October 2001 involving health professionals)
were undertaken to inform the scientific protocol, such as investigating how data should be
collected. Other stakeholder consultations to inform the scientific protocol, such as the UK
Population Biomedical Collection Protocol Development Workshop in April 2001 (Wellcome
Trust, Department of Health and MRC, 2002) involved ethicists and scientists and were
designed to investigate what data should be collected and who should be involved, etc.
What role did policymakers have in shaping the dialogue process?

The funders of UK Biobank largely shaped the dialogue process, even though some consultation
activities were carried out on behalf of other independent groups such as Cragg Ross Dawson,
People Science and Policy Ltd (2002, 2003a, 2003b) and Opinion Leader Research (2003). This
was a deliberative attempt to keep the funders of the research at arms-length, maintaining public
consultation activities as unbiased and objective as possible. In addition, these independent
organisations probably had expertise and skills that were not available inside the funding bodies.
A working group including members from the MRC, Wellcome Trust, DH and NHS was set up
at the onset of the project. This group met regularly to discuss outcomes from consultation
activities and whether further consultations would need to take place and by whom.
Were the likely outcomes of the dialogue process considered at the start by policymakers?

Not all outcomes of the dialogue process were considered at the onset of consultations, however
there was some awareness of the issues that probably would be raised in public dialogue
consultations such as issues of consent, confidentiality and commercialisation. At the onset of the
project it was agreed by the funders that the project would have an “opt-in” approach and an
EGF. A number of consultations had taken place prior to the funding of UK Biobank, which
were used to inform future UK Biobank consultations. For example, prior to the UK Biobank
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Figure 5.1: Outline of the UK BioBank consultation and policy process
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(2002) Ethics Consultation Workshop on 25 April 2002, the Wellcome Trust and MRC
had already undertaken a number of activities to inform potential issues that would be
raised. These included the workshop “Public perceptions of the collection of human
biological samples” in 2000 (Wellcome Trust and MRC, 2000); the Wellcome Trust
(1999) workshop held in 1999 on the use of human biological sample collection for DNA
to encourage research proposals on the social, ethical, legal and public policy aspects; and
the HGC consultation “Whose Hands on Your Genes?” in 2001–2002 (Human Genetics
Commission, 2000). In addition, the protocol development workshop in April 2001 also
included discussions on a number of ethical issues, including consent, confidentiality,
feedback of information to UK Biobank participants and commercialisation.
5.3

Process
Figure 4.1 (above) shows that there have been three strands of dialogue related to the
development of UK Biobank. The consultation activities have been used to inform the
EGF and the project’s scientific protocol. In addition, consultations have been undertaken
by HGC which have been related, but which have tended to cover wider areas of interest
rather than those issues of particular concern to the UK Biobank project.
The dialogue has been a funnelling process, whereby outcomes from earlier consultations
have been used to inform later consultation activities. The working group was largely
responsible for integrating outcomes from public and stakeholder consultations into the
next stages of the project. As a result of the Ethics Consultation Workshop in April 2002,
an interim advisory group was formed, which included experts and lay representatives,
which also advised and informed the EGF. Those involved in the dialogue process have
included: general public and students (often between the ages of the proposed participants
in the UK Biobank project – 45–69 years); and expert stakeholders, such as primary health
care professionals, scientists, researchers, lawyers and ethicists. There has been a range of
mediums to carry out consultations, including written consultations, interviews, surveys,
focus groups, public panels and workshops. The key characteristics of the consultation
activities are outlined below.

5.4

Outputs
What was the output of the process?

The key outputs from the public consultations were as follows.

•

Recognition of the importance of safeguarding and protecting those participants
involved in the project and the recommendation for an independent monitoring
body. This idea was a direct output from the focus groups and interviews on the
public perception of the collection of human biological samples.

•

Mechanisms (not content) informing the scientific protocol – for example, the
public linked “DNA” with forensic databases and the police and then questioned
whether the police could use the samples and data collected. The working group
realised that it was important to use language that did not have negative
connotations while devising the protocol.
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•

Identification of key issues of concern for the public, including feedback of
information; access to the research results; anonymity and security of the data;
confidentiality and respect for the individual; and transparency and informed
consent.

How was the output disseminated?

Most outputs from the dialogue processes have been disseminated through reports and are
accessible on the UK Biobank website. There has been no feedback to participants
regarding the project’s current status.
Were there recommendations or simply a report of views?

A number of consultation reports have included recommendations to the relevant
organisations or government. For example the report “BioBank UK: a Question of Trust”
made 22 recommendations listed in the conclusion (People and Science Policy Ltd, 2002).
Other reports reported views of those participants involved in consultations.
5.5

Outcomes
What effect did the process have on policy?

An Ethics and Governance Council (EGC) was appointed in November 2004 to serve as
an independent guardian of the EGF and to advise the UK Biobank and report publicly on
the conformance of its activities with the EGF and with the interests of participants and
the public.
An EGF was published (Wellcome Trust et al., 2004), which includes the following key
features that were influenced from public consultation exercises:

•

participation will be entirely voluntary and all participants will have a continuing
right to withdraw at any time;

•

consent will require an agreement from volunteers “to participate in UK
Biobank”, based on an explanation and understanding of a number of issues,
including the purpose of the project, the types of information to be collected and
the safeguards that will be in place;

•

confidentiality will be maintained by keeping all identifying information
completely separate from sensitive information, such as health and lifestyle data.
This information will be linked only using a code and only re-linked using a “key”
according to strict safeguards. The number of people with access to the key will be
kept to a minimum;

•

all researchers, whether from the private sector, charities or the public sector, will
only gain access to the anonymous data if they meet rigorous ethical and scientific
criteria, including scientific peer review, approval by an NHS multi-centre
research ethics committee and review by the UK Biobank to ensure that proposed
uses are consistent with the UK Biobank’s purpose, the participants’ consent and
the EGF.
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Did it address the aims originally set for it?

The consultation has been an iterative process with each stage of the consultation
informing those that have followed. The consultations to date have fulfilled the aims that
were set for them, but consultation processes will occur in the future to address new
questions that arise.
How was the process viewed in terms of success by various stakeholders?

After consultation, some scientists have been broadly supportive of the project and feel that
it is scientifically valid and a valuable resource, but still have reservations over the details of
the current protocol. For example, Barbour (2003) reported that the current protocol has
gaps, and that there is a need to ensure at the next stage of the project that there is open
debate about the project’s scientific worth and its financial implications. Furthermore,
sufficient debate about the protocol (e.g. study design) has not taken place; debate has
been stifled partly due to the secrecy and legal constraints surrounding the process for
centres bidding to be involved in the project.
Others view UK Biobank as an ill-conceived, politically motivated project, in which
consultations have only been done to give an appearance of legitimacy and in which the
scientific case has not been made for its design (Barbour, 2003).
Those outside the genetic epidemiology community resented the amount of money being
spent on the project. Those directly involved in the project had concerns over study design,
including the power of the study. Furthermore, the general public had ethics and data
security concerns.
Despite consultations there has been opposition to the establishment of UK Biobank. For
example, some groups claim that there has been insufficient independent review of the
validity of the science or safeguards for the public. GeneWatch UK questions the scientific
validity of the database and is calling for a review of the project that is independent of the
MRC and Wellcome Trust (Godard et al., 2004) – it has raised concerns about the
relationship between commercial interests and the database and about the general form of
consent. However, GeneWatch UK has acknowledged publicly that the UK Biobank has
undertaken public consultation.
The Institute of Science in Society comments that the MRC and Wellcome Trust
community consultation has been biased and that many public concerns raised during
focus groups and interactive discussions are not being adequately addressed (Godard et al.,
2004).
Another view has been that the Wellcome Trust and MRC were too heavily involved in
the consultation process (Godard et al., 2004).
A further view expressed has been that the funders should consider the inclusion of
representatives of the participants in the Ethics and Governance Council (EGC) and other
management bodies to secure public trust and support (Tutton et al., 2004).
Did it initiate further consultations?

The Science Committee is undertaking further work regarding the revised scientific
protocol, the protocol will be sent to funders who will send it to international experts for
validation of the approach and to ensure the project has the best design for achieving
scientific goals. The Science Committee will commission and oversee the pilot studies.
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Depending on ethical committee approval of the protocol, piloting studies may go ahead
as early as summer. Full recruitment could start in 2005 depending on their success and
scientific and ethical approval. Throughout the project the EGF will be revised to adapt to
any scientific, ethical, legal or other developments.
5.6

Overarching Issues
How was dialogue process evaluated?

There has been no overall evaluation of the consultations activities undertaken, it is still
too early to evaluate.
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CHAPTER 6

6.1

Department of Trade and Industry: the
2003 Energy White Paper Consultation

Introduction
The Department of Trade and Industry (DTI) engaged extensively with the public while
developing policy for the Energy White Paper: “Our Energy Future – Creating a Low
Carbon Economy” (Department of Trade and Industry, 2003). The White Paper, which
was published on 24 February 2003, set out four goals for the Government’s energy policy
(see http://www.sustainable-development.gov.uk):

•

to work towards cutting carbon dioxide emissions by 60% by 2050 (with
significant progress by 2020);

•

to maintain reliability of energy supplies;

•

to promote competitive energy markets in the UK and beyond, helping to raise
the rate of sustainable economic growth and to improve our productivity;

•

to ensure that every home is adequately and affordably heated.

A number of practical measures were also announced to ensure progress toward these goals,
including:

•

doubling the target for the share of electricity generated from renewables by 2020
from the existing target of 10%;

•

allocating new money for renewable energy projects;

•

reforming planning rules to unblock hurdles to renewable energy; and

•

establishing schemes to promote fuel cells, in an attempt to put UK industry at the
forefront of clean fuel technologies.

While the priority is for renewables and energy efficiency, the White Paper also sets out
government policy on a wider range of energy issues including nuclear power and waste.
What profile did the issue have prior to the dialogue process?

Energy issues had a relatively low profile prior to public dialogue, and each goal of the
Energy White Paper had a slightly different profile. For example, climate change had
received reasonable press coverage prior to consultation and was recognised as an
important international issue. However, energy supply through renewable options such as
onshore or offshore wind farms did not have a high profile.
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6.2

Initiation
When did the process start?

The dialogue process started after the Cabinet Office Performance and Innovation Unit
(PIU) published the “Energy Review” on 14 February 2002 (Performance and Innovation
Unit, 2002). In May 2002, the energy minister launched a major consultation on the key
issues identified in this review – “Energy Policy: Key Issues for Consultation”. The
consultation was aimed primarily at energy stakeholders, including consumer
organisations, businesses, unions, environmental groups and others who had a particular
expertise or interest in energy issues. The consultation invited written responses on the
main issues that the Government would need to consider in producing the Energy White
Paper. The consultation closed on 13 September 2002. The views of the general public
were sought in parallel through focus groups and workshops during June–September 2002.
What was the trigger for the dialogue process? Was it internal or external? Who initiated
the process: government, experts, other stakeholders? Why did the dialogue process
happen when it did? How did this timing relate to the policy process in the area?

Security of energy supply and climate change are international issues that are also addressed
with international policies and agreements, such as the Kyoto Protocol. The UK was faced
with increasingly demanding greenhouse gas emissions targets as a result of signing up to
international agreements. For example, the UK has a Kyoto Protocol commitment to
reduce greenhouse gas emissions by 12.5% below 1990 levels by 2008–12 and a national
goal to move towards a 20% reduction in carbon dioxide emissions below 1990 levels by
2010. There was also a strong recognition that action taken at the national and community
level would make a real difference in cutting greenhouse gas emissions. Despite the
improvements that the UK has made over the last five years, there was recognition that the
current policy would not meet “tomorrow’s challenges” (Department of Trade and
Industry, 2003). Further, that targets will not be met by commercial decisions alone and
new challenges require new policies (Department of Environment, Food and Rural Affairs
(DEFRA) et al., 2002).
A study published in June 2000, conducted by the Royal Commission for Environmental
Pollution (RCEP) (2000), was considered seminal in setting out the need for a dramatic
reduction in carbon emissions and presenting “hard choices” through a series of different
future energy scenarios (Royal Commission for Environmental Pollution, 2000).
Subsequently the PIU (now the Strategy Unit) produced the Energy Review to help
inform the Government’s response. This report raised many issues that needed to be
discussed to develop future energy policy to 2050, took a long-term strategic look at the
issues and challenges and specified potential measures for achieving them. As a result, two
consultation processes were initiated: a written consultation and a series of deliberative
workshops and focus groups involving the public and stakeholders (namely industry and
experts).
The UK was facing a rapidly changing energy sector, including the development of North
Sea oil and gas reserves; privatisation and liberalisation in the energy sector; a shift towards
gas for electricity generation; the emergence of new renewable technologies; and the
challenge of climate change and resource depletion. Given these external pressures, the PIU
was asked to examine the long-term challenges for energy policy in the UK and to set out
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how energy policy can ensure competitiveness, security and affordability in the future. The
Energy Review was published not as a statement of government policy, but to highlight
issues that need to be discussed as energy policy is developed. The report outlined the
overall aims and the elements of the UK’s future energy strategy. This included
recommendations that should be implemented over the next three years (e.g. regarding
framework, security, low carbon, institutional framework) and recommendations to be
implemented over the next 10 years (e.g. regarding security, low carbon, institutions and
next steps). Following this review, various consultation processes were launched.
While the Energy Review set out a vision for future energy policy, the purpose of the
Energy White Paper was to outline strategy, which would be followed by a detailed
implementation plan.
Why was the dialogue carried out: because of democratic right; to enrich democratic
representation; to help make better decisions; or to build support and raise awareness?

A key aim of the public dialogue was to raise public awareness on energy issues and to start
an informed debate. This is important, given that everyone has a stake in energy use – i.e.
everyone uses transport and electricity – “Energy and how everyone uses it in the UK is key
to the country’s sustainable development and its future prosperity” (DEFRA et al., 2002),
hence it is essential to have people’s views and inputs as energy policy is developed. The
Government’s aim was that the consultation process should be as “open and inclusive as
possible” (DEFRA et al., 2002).
According to the summary report on public and stakeholder consultation (Institute of
Public Policy Research (IPPR) et al., 2002a) the aims of the dialogue process were:
1. to identify stakeholders’ (i.e. experts and industry) views on the main issues in
energy policy; discover what strategic stakeholders believe to be the major
priorities and dilemmas that government faces in planning energy strategy; and to
identify the common ground and differences among different stakeholder groups;
2. to provide more general lessons about the benefits and drawbacks of using
innovative techniques for public consultation;
3. to maximise public involvement in the time available and to use a package of
techniques where the elements were able to build on each other’s contribution;
and to link with other work to secure views on the (forthcoming) Energy White
Paper.
What role did policymakers have in shaping the dialogue process?

The consultation was undertaken by a White Paper team of officials drawn from the DTI,
DEFRA, Department for Transport, Local Government and the Regions (DTLR) and
other departments. In some cases the consultation processes (such as the focus groups and
deliberative workshops) were designed and managed by IPPR, the UK Centre for
Economic and Environmental Development (UK CEED), New Economics Foundation
and Dialogue by Design on behalf of the DTI.

53

Talking Policy

6.3

Process
The Government undertook consultation during May–September 2002 to inform the
Energy White Paper, the process is summarised diagrammatically in Figure 5.1 and in
Table 5.2 (both below). The consultation involved stakeholders (i.e. experts and industry)
and members of the general public. While stakeholder consultation is mentioned, the case
study focuses on the consultation involving the general public and how it was used to
inform the policy outlined in the Energy White Paper.

Figure 6.1: Summary of the White Paper consultation process

A range of approaches was used for consultation to explore the effects of different forms of
information provision and debate on the development of opinions. The public focus group
consultations, public deliberative workshops and stakeholder web-based questionnaire was
managed and designed by IPPR, UK CEED, the New Economics Foundation and
Dialogue by Design on behalf of the DTI.
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During the entire consultation process, while civil servants were drafting chapters of the
Energy White Paper, there were ongoing meetings between government departments and
members of the White Paper team. The team also held ad hoc meetings with key
stakeholders (such as Friends of the Earth, Greenpeace and Energy Saving Trust).
Public focus groups with member of the public

From 1–11 July 2002 UK CEED (on behalf of DTI) managed five focus groups to explore
public and stakeholder views on energy issues as part of the DTI’s consultation on the
forthcoming Energy White Paper. Overall, the purpose of the focus groups was:

•

to identify energy issues of concern to the wider public;

•

to explore how these issues related to specific policy-related factors; and

•

to inform the design of other elements of the overall consultation.

More specifically, the aim was to gain understanding of people’s off-the-cuff responses to
questions about energy policy, i.e. what are the common-sense views held by citizens
without detailed exposure to information on energy policy (Institute of Public Policy
Research et al., 2002b).
There were five groups drawing people from four locations around the UK. Participants
were drawn from a mixture of target groups and from lists of randomly generated names
from the electoral rolls in the given localities. In total, 50 people were involved ranging
from 18 to 65-plus. Each focus group was held for three hours.
Public deliberative workshops

During August 2002 the New Economic Foundation (on behalf of the DTI) ran three
community deliberative workshops on energy policy issues. The aim of the workshops was
to see how far a deliberative process could lead to changes in people’s assessment of the
measures needed in an energy strategy (Institute of Public Policy Research et al., 2002c).
There were three workshop groups drawing people from three locations around the UK.
Participants were recruited from local authority citizen panels. In total 72 people were
involved. Each workshop ran over two days, to ensure enough time to discuss and absorb
the information and apply it to key issues. At the outset, members of the public had little
specialist knowledge but were given a considerable amount of background information
during the consultative process (papers, poster, video).
DTI stand and questionnaire at Tomorrow’s World Live roadshows

Tomorrow’s World Live held four roadshows during July 2002 at four locations around the
UK. Each roadshow ran over four days and was aimed at young people visiting either with
schools or family. The main objectives of the questionnaire and the stand at the roadshows
were:

•

to encourage widespread public participation in the consultation process;

•

to gain an understanding about public perceptions, concerns and knowledge of
energy issues to feed into the process of formulating policy; and

•

to promote awareness and provoke thought about the wider energy issues.

55

Talking Policy

In total 1,665 people completed the questionnaire at the roadshows (68% were students).
The questionnaire was also placed on DTI website for six weeks, where it was completed
by over 2,500 people. This allowed many more people to engage with the process, adding
to the breadth of inputs from the public.
Stakeholder (experts and industry) written consultations

The DEFRA et al. (2002) report, “Energy Policy: Key Issues for Consultation” sought
comments primarily from energy stakeholders (including business, government
departments, members of parliament, private individuals, non-governmental organisations
(NGOs) and non-departmental public bodies, non-ministerial departments and unions)
on energy policy objectives, its underlying energy policy and the steps needed to
implement these. Questions regarding security of supply, climate change, energy efficiency
and combined heat and power, renewables, nuclear power, transmissions, distribution,
trading, gas and oil, coal, innovation, transport and government oversight were outlined.
In addition, respondents were asked to consider recommendations from the PIU report
(Performance and Innovation Unit, 2002) and not only consider issues for government but
also where action falls to business and other stakeholders. In total approximately 2,500
written responses were received and posted on DTI’s website from May to 13 September
2002 (the closing date).
Stakeholder workshops and seminars

There were approximately 18 expert workshops, meetings and seminars held between June
and September 2002. These were mostly organised by the DTI and industry groups and
the majority were not open to the public (i.e. by invitation only). Most of the workshop
reports and summary reports are available on the DTI website (Department of Trade and
Industry, 2002).
Stakeholder web-based consultation

The purpose of the web-based questionnaire consultation event, which was managed by
Dialogue by Design (on behalf of the DTI), was to discover what invited stakeholders and
experts believed to be the major questions and dilemmas that government faces in planning
energy strategy and to identify the common ground and differences among different
groups. In addition, to build on the responses from the focus groups and workshops and to
participate in open dialogue on energy policy challenges (Institute of Public Policy
Research et al., 2002d).
There were over 1,000 responses from 156 participants. The web-based consultation was
conducted in two rounds. After stakeholders completed their first set of responses, a second
session at a later date enabled participants to view all of the comments made for each
question and the groupings in which they had been placed by facilitators. The results were
viewed by 178 people on the website and 78 people responded to the three subsequent
issues in light of the first session’s responses.
How were expectations of participants managed?

There was a lack of information on how the expectations of participants were managed.
According to the integrated public and stakeholder consultation summary report, there was
a sense that the outputs from public consultation should be acknowledged and valued and
translated into appropriate action, i.e. participants felt strongly and confident that their
feedback would be taken into account. In the deliberative workshops participants hoped
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that their experience would change their own behaviour. Participants wanted to be assured
that the web-based consultation initiative would lead to some kind of action and wanted
feedback on how the results were used in the White Paper process (Institute of Public
Policy Research et al., 2002a).
How were different strands of consultation integrated into final output/
recommendations?

After each series of consultations (i.e. written, focus groups, deliberative workshops and
web-based questionnaire) separate reports and integrated summary reports were produced,
which combined the outcomes from the public (focus groups and deliberative workshops)
and stakeholder (written, workshops and web-based questionnaire) consultation processes.
At the onset of the dialogue, civil servants began drafting and incorporating ideas from the
consultation activities and ad hoc meetings into the Energy White Paper chapters.
6.4

Outputs
What was the output of the process?

According to the summary report on public (deliberative workshops and focus groups) and
stakeholder (web-based questionnaire) consultation (Institute of Public Policy Research et
al., 2002a), the outputs of the consultations were as follows.
Low or no consensus issues:

•

the role of nuclear power in the energy mix and in strategies to reduce co2
emissions;

•

the role of increases in energy costs to consumers in changing behaviour and
attitudes;

•

allocating targets to new technologies in terms of the percentage of power
generation.

Emerging consensus issues:

•

the importance of tax incentives to favour energy-efficient products, construction
and consumption;

•

the need for government to amend the pattern of incentives in the energy market
to favour energy efficiency and low-carbon options.

Solid consensus issues:

•

the need for an assured supply of power;

•

renewable energy to play a greater part in the national energy mix;

•

more support for renewables development and adoption;

•

the importance of environmental policy as a driver of energy strategy (i.e. to
reduce carbon emissions);

•

action to promote energy efficiency across the economy and domestic sector;
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•

the need for solutions to nuclear waste problems in order to secure more public
support;

•

consistent messages about energy priorities from government and the supply
sector;

•

public education campaigns on energy challenges and choices;

•

the role of government leadership in setting out the urgency of the challenges and
in highlighting and promoting potential solutions.

The major outputs from the questionnaire responses by the public at Tomorrow’s World
Live roadshows were very similar to the outputs from the deliberative workshops and focus
groups, except that the cost of energy was not considered a priority compared with
environmental aspects of energy policy. That is, price was not considered an effective
mechanism to elicit behavioural change (Farrugia Leo Research and Consultancy, 2002).
How was the output disseminated?

Most of the output was disseminated in the form of summary reports available on the
DTI’s website.
Were there recommendations or simply a report of views?

Some reports, such as the PIU (2002) Energy Review, made several recommendations
which helped to inform the Energy White Paper. Outputs from the public dialogue
consultation exercises, including the roadshow, focus groups and deliberative workshops,
only reported views rather than recommendations.
6.5

Outcomes
What effect did the process have on policy?

The Energy White Paper (Department of Trade and Industry, 2003) broadly incorporated
and addressed the key outputs or concerns raised from the public consultations, which
were undertaken between June and September 2002. A few examples are provided for each
level of consensus to illustrate how the outputs from the consultations were incorporated
into the Energy White Paper.
Low or no consensus issues

The role of nuclear power in the energy mix and in strategies to reduce CO2 emissions: the
Energy White Paper highlighted that although nuclear power is an important source of
carbon-free electricity, its current economics make it an unattractive option for new,
carbon-free generating capacity; there are also important issues of nuclear waste to be
resolved. The White Paper did not contain specific proposals for building new nuclear
power stations in the immediate future and recognises that, before any decision to proceed
with building, there will need to be “the fullest public consultation and the publication of
a further paper setting out proposals”. In sum, the White Paper acknowledged that there
was no or low consensus on this issue and that further public consultation was required
(e.g. see Department of Trade and Industry, 2003, sections 1.24, 1.45, 4.3, 4.68).
The role of increases in energy costs to consumers in changing behaviour and attitudes: the
White Paper acknowledged that energy costs could possibly modify consumer behaviour,
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without going into costs, e.g. lower taxation on lead-free petrol could help to shift
consumer demand to the point that leaded petrol is phased out. Carbon content will
become a commercial differentiator: the cost of carbon is reflected in prices and therefore
people choose lower carbon options. The roadshow consultations found that price was not
considered an effective mechanism to elicit behavioural change and, in line with these price
mechanisms, were not emphasised in the White Paper (e.g. see Department of Trade and
Industry, 2003, sections 3.10, 3.33, 3.34).
Allocating targets to new technologies (renewables and energy efficiency, e.g. solar photo voltaics,
fuel cells, hydrogen, biofuels) in terms of percentage of power generation: no targets were
specified in the White Paper that recommended percentage of power generation from new
technologies; however, technological innovation was recognised as having a key part in
delivering a low-carbon economy (see Department of Trade and Industry, 2003, section
1.38).
Emerging consensus issues

The importance of tax incentives to favour energy-efficient products, construction and
consumption: the White Paper states that once agreement on the Emissions Trading
Directive has been reached, the European Commission is planning to bring forward
proposals to modify the rules of taxation of energy products in light of the agreement of
EU-wide emissions trading. The White Paper acknowledges tensions between different
objectives, for example, that high energy prices would promote energy efficiency and
reduce carbon emissions, but have a negative impact on low incomes and business (see
Department of Trade and Industry, 2003, sections 2.23, 2.31).
The need for government to amend the pattern of incentives in the energy market to favour
energy efficiency and low-carbon options: the White Paper suggests that energy efficiency is
the way forward. Further, that an open energy market is the best way of achieving efficient
outcomes. In particular, market instruments and emissions trading will be at the centre of
energy markets from 2005. Other measures to reduce carbon (along with measures to drive
up energy efficiency in homes, product and transport) will also be required, especially for
domestic and smaller business consumers not covered by trading (see Department of Trade
and Industry, 2003, section 1.40).
Solid consensus issues

The need for an assured supply of power: a key goal of the Energy White Paper was that
people and businesses could rely on secure supplies of energy – gas, fuel and electricity – at
predictable prices delivered through the market. Reliable energy supplies are recognised as
an essential element of sustainable development. Further substantial investment is required
in parts of the energy infrastructure: e.g. electricity distribution networks will need to
adapt to more renewables; additional connections to a range of gas supplies; and different
fuels for vehicles. The UK is increasingly likely to become a net importer. Renewables and
smaller scale distributed energy sources such as micro-combined heat and power and fuel
cells will help to avoid over-dependence on imports and hence make the UK less
vulnerable to security threats (see Department of Trade and Industry, 2003, sections 1.13,
6.0).
Renewable energy to play a greater part in the national energy mix: some people argued that
the UK Government should specify the mix of fuel sources in electricity generation. The
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Government is not equipped to decide the composition of the fuel mix. A market
framework, reinforced by long-term policy measures, will give investors, businesses and
consumers the right incentives to find the balance that will meet overall goals most
effectively. The White Paper states explicitly that specific measures are needed to stimulate
the growth in renewable energy which will allow it to achieve economies of scale and
maturity that, in turn, will significantly reduce its cost. The Renewables Obligation was
introduced in April 2002, which requires suppliers in England and Wales to obtain an
increasing proportion of electricity from renewables (offshore and inshore wind power,
wave, tidal, solar photo voltaics, hydrogenation, geothermal, biomass and waste) (see Table
5.1 and Department of Trade and Industry, 2003, sections 1.22, 4).
Table 6.1: Renewables timeline
Renewables supply as % of UK electricity

Largest contributor

2002

1.5

Onshore wind and landfill gas

2010

10

Onshore and offshore wind

2020

20

Onshore and offshore wind and
biomass

(Source: DTI, 2003)

More support for renewables development and adoption: increasing the deployment of
renewables will depend on people supporting local projects. The future energy system will
require greater involvement from English regions, local communities and devolved
administrators, complemented by a planning system that is helpful to investment in
infrastructure and new electricity generation (such as renewables). There is a strong need to
work with local communities, regional authorities, regional bodies, the private sector and
voluntary groups to deliver real change on the ground (and reflecting the needs of different
communities). Specific measures are already in place to stimulate growth in renewables
that will allow it to achieve economies of scale to reduce costs, such as the Renewables
Obligation, a renewables support programme worth £250 million from 2002–2005, the
Renewable UK organisation and a strategic framework which has been drawn up for a
major expansion of offshore wind (see Department of Trade and Industry, 2003, section
4.6).
The importance of environment policy as a driver of energy strategy (i.e. to reduce carbon
emissions): “environmental” is recognised as the first challenge in the Energy White Paper.
That is, rising levels of carbon dioxide is one of the major causes of climate change.
Without action to reduce emissions, the earth’s temperatures will rise, which could lead to
more droughts and flood events in the UK. The White Paper emphasises the importance
of investment in climate change research and recognises that this is a crucial underpinning
of the knowledge base which informs energy policies (see Department of Trade and
Industry, 2003, section 1.9).
Action to promote energy efficiency across the economy and domestic sector: energy efficiency is
recognised as the cheapest and safest way of addressing all four objectives of energy policy.
Further, it is recognised that emissions trading is not enough to deliver environmental
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goals and additional measures must be implemented to encourage energy efficiency in
businesses and households (e.g. low-cost improvements in product standards raise
standards of building regulations; improvements in lower carbon fuels for transport; higher
energy efficiency standards in tradable goods in Europe; and increased funding for
renewable capital grants). A key goal of the White Paper is to ensure that every home is
adequately and affordably heated (through falling prices and social security benefits) (see
Department of Trade and Industry, 2003, sections 1.19, 1.31, 1.36, 3.25).
The need for solutions to nuclear waste problems in order to secure more public support: the
White Paper states there are important issues of nuclear waste to be resolved, which
include legacy waste and continued waste arising from other sources (see Department of
Trade and Industry, 2003, section 1.24).
Consistent messages about energy priorities from government and the supply sector: the White
Paper promises to ensure that domestic energy strategy is consistent with international
energy strategy and other international government objectives. Further, that clear goals and
strategies are set within which the market has the confidence, ability and sense of longterm commitment to do so. The Sustainable Energy Policy Network (SEPN) was set up to
bring together a cross-sectoral group of interests to agree on consistent and coherent
messages on the visions set out in the White Paper (see Department of Trade and Industry,
2003, sections 1.40, 1.44, 9.26, 9.27).
Public education campaigns on energy challenges and choices: a key element of the energy
system in 2020 is that people will be much more aware of the challenge of climate change
and of the part they can play in reducing carbon emissions. The White Paper addresses the
need for skills development, training and workforce in the energy industry (see
Department of Trade and Industry, 2003, sections 1.45, 7.17)
The role of government leadership in setting out the urgency of the challenges and in
highlighting and promoting potential solutions: the White Paper recognises the need to work
with others to deliver goals, such as a 60% cut in emissions by 2050. However, it also
acknowledges that leaving action to the last minute is not an option. Further, it recognises
the need for well-planned action to provide a framework within which businesses and the
economy can adjust to the need for change (see Department of Trade and Industry, 2003,
sections 1.42, 2.13, 9).
Did it confirm or confound the experts and other stakeholders’ views?

Based on summary reports, there were no inconsistencies between the views held by
stakeholders at the expert workshops held between June and September 2002, and the
general public’s views (based on the focus group and deliberative workshop consultations).
Some examples are outlined below.

•

The public had low or no consensus on the role of nuclear power in the energy
mix and in strategies to reduce CO2 emissions. Stakeholders also supported
keeping nuclear options open and recognised the need for public confidence in the
management of nuclear waste.

•

There was emerging consensus on the need for government to amend the pattern
of incentives in the energy market to favour energy efficiency and low-carbon
options. Stakeholders also mentioned improving energy efficiency, for example, by
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improving the fuel efficiency of existing technology, researching future
technologies such as fuel cells, biofuels and hydrogen and moving to cleaner coal
technologies.

•

The public agreed that there was a need for assured supply of power. While the
stakeholders saw no acute risk in the security of the UK’s gas and electricity (and
oil) supplies, they recognised that the Government would need to encourage the
use of alternatives (such as biofuels).

•

There was strong consensus from stakeholders and the public that renewable
energy should play a greater part in the national energy mix. In particular,
stakeholders supported wind and wave power (wind power was emphasised in the
White Paper).

•

The public supported renewables development and adoption and the stakeholders
also supported a higher renewables target (via NGOs, the Renewables Obligation,
capital grants and support from research and development).

While views were broadly consistent between stakeholders and the general public, the
stakeholders tended to highlight issues at a more specific level. For example, stakeholders
identified the following issues:

•

market-based energy systems;

•

pursuing market liberalisation;

•

encouraging infrastructure development;

•

addressing fuel poverty;

•

international carbon trading (and carbon tax);

•

the need for cleaner coal technology; and

•

internalising the environmental cost of aviation.

These were not reported as outputs in the public dialogue consultations, but were issues
also addressed in the White Paper.
What other factors fed into the policy-making process?

Recommendations from numerous other reports produced from other government
departments during the period of public consultation also informed the Energy White
Paper (such as the House of Lords Select Committee on the European Union, 2002; Royal
Commission for Environmental Pollution, 2000).
How was the process viewed in terms of success by various stakeholders?

According to IPPR et al. (2002a), the stakeholder (web-based questionnaire) and public
consultation (deliberative workshops and focus groups) were innovative and a bold
development for the Government and DTI, which engaged citizens in consultation on a
complex and highly important field of public policy. A mass of material was gathered from
the various processes. The process offered not only an opportunity to gather views to
inform the White Paper, but also to learn the benefits and limitations of using different
methods of public consultation.
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The IPPR et al. (2002a) summary report outlined how the public perceived the medium of
consultation (i.e. the focus groups and deliberative workshops). However, there was a lack
of information reporting how the public felt their views were integrated and reflected in
policy.
Feedback from the public involved in the focus groups was relatively positive: the
participants enjoyed themselves; were encouraged by the DTI’s desire to consult; were
interested and stimulated by the views of others; and had been surprised at and impressed
by the range of issues raised.
The DTI thought a key advantage of the deliberative workshops was that people were
forced to explore the reasons why they preferred a particular option. Further, scoring each
option against criteria forced people to engage and make use of the briefing. The drawback
was that many people found the notion of “criteria” difficult.
The IPPR et al. (2002a) summary report also outlined how the stakeholders perceived the
web-based questionnaire. Once again, there was a lack of information reporting how the
stakeholders felt their views were integrated and reflected in policy. Stakeholders’ views
were positive and they enjoyed contributing to debates online that limited the length of
response. However, many people wanted more time to get involved. A longer period could
have provided opportunities for more attempts to build up consensus on diverse issues.
Some stakeholders felt that, given it was an open consultation, more of the public should
have participated. Some people felt that the questions tended to constrain the issues
covered, while others thought the questions were too general and gave too much
opportunity to people to range across the whole field.
Overall, the individual evaluations of the activities suggested that the public welcomed the
Government’s commitment to consult on energy issues, but felt that more needed to be
done to emphasise the importance of energy issues to citizens. Consultation with the
public could build trust in subsequent policy implementation, but people needed to feel
that it was part of an ongoing process. Further, the public needed information on some
issues, such as nuclear power, the government’s role in energy efficiency, regulation of
private energy suppliers and imports of both fuel and electricity. It was noted that although
the public were keen on renewables, they did not know enough about the impact of
renewables in practice.
Was it used to delay a decision?

The public dialogue informing the Energy White Paper was not used to delay a decision.
However, there is most likely to be ongoing public dialogue during the implementation of
the White Paper, which is being taken forward via SEPN. There are over 130
commitments that must be delivered within the White Paper, including specific new
undertakings, reinforcement of existing policies and programmes and others providing a
wider policy framework. A report is produced each year by SEPN (based in the DTI)
showing the progress towards cutting carbon emissions and other measures in the White
Paper. In addition, on 26 April 2004 an action plan was published (DEFRA, 2004), which
sets out how the Government would deliver the step changes. Further, other energy policy
documents have been published, including the first annual report on implementation of
the White Paper (Sustainable Energy Policy Network, 2004).

63

Talking Policy

The emphasis that the White Paper has given to environmental objectives and endorsing
the role of renewables and energy efficiency in future energy strategy was viewed positively
by government. However, concern has been expressed about the absence of specific details.
At the strategic level at which it was pitched the White Paper’s significance should not be
underestimated (House of Commons Environmental Audit Committee, 2003).
Did it initiate further consultations?

The DTI stated in the Energy White Paper itself that outreach to stakeholders and the
wider public will continue to be an important part of the follow-up to the White Paper
(Department of Trade and Industry, 2003). For example, the White Paper required an
implementation plan that sets out in further detail how the strategy will be delivered – it
was recognised that further work would be needed to consult and put in place some of the
policies that will deliver.
Further public (and stakeholder) consultation is likely to take place but at a different level.
While the consultation informing the Energy White Paper gathered information and views
at a strategic level, it is likely that the next phase will require more specifics. In some cases,
public consultation may take place only in the local community itself that is affected by
renewables initiatives, such as erection of wind turbines.
6.6

Overarching Issues
How was dialogue process evaluated?

The House of Commons appointed the Environmental Audit Committee to carry out a
follow-up inquiry on the Energy White Paper, which was to investigate the extent to which
the Paper met the recommendations of key previous reports, including those of the
Committee itself, the PIU and RCEP (Performance and Innovation Unit, 2002; Royal
Commission for Environmental Pollution, 2000). A report was produced on the outcomes
from this inquiry (House of Commons Environmental Audit Committee, 2003).
There have been mixed responses to the Energy White Paper, which are outlined below.
The White Paper is short on detail. That is, it is far too vague, not giving any clear
guidance on how the Government is to meet its goals, especially cutting carbon
emissions by 60% by 2050. Further, the Paper has put off any real decisions for five
years and will rely on further public consultations (the Guardian, 2003). However, the
House of Commons Environmental Audit Committee (2003) states that the UK has
set a precedent in terms of adopting a long-term target and could potentially exert
greater influence over other nations by setting out what it favours of an international
framework for reducing carbon emissions.
The Government has been criticised for its reliance on an EU-wide system of carbon
emissions trading as a central policy (the Guardian, 2003).
The Energy White Paper had led to a UK commitment to generate a higher
proportion of electricity by renewable means. This suggestion was supported
consistently in public (and stakeholder) consultations. Nevertheless, since the White
Paper was published there have been mixed reactions at the local community level. For
example, on 18 July 2003 a second wind turbine was erected (67 metres tall) onshore
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at Swaffham, Norfolk; together the two wind turbines generate wind energy for 75%
of the town. Ecotricity, a company dedicated to building and supplying wind energy,
mailed over 100,000 leaflets to households asking residents to vote “yes” or “no” to
local wind turbines. Although 89% of residents voted “yes”, the wind turbine still has
local opposition, mostly for aesthetics (i.e. a “Not in my own backyard” reaction).
The Energy White Paper represented a major shift in the approach to UK energy
strategy. The House of Commons Environmental Audit Committee (2003) states that
although much of the language in the Paper and its vision and aspirations are positive,
the Energy White Paper is weak on specific measures and contains little that is new.
Nevertheless, the significance of the White Paper should not be underestimated and
therefore the strategic level at which it was pitched was appropriate (House of
Commons Environmental Audit Committee, 2003).
Further responses to the Paper can be found in the House of Commons
Environmental Audit Committee (2003) report.

Table 6.2: Timeline of events informing the Energy White Paper
Reports triggering public consultation and informing the White Paper
June 2000

RCEP (2000)

Report

January 2002

Trade and Industry Committee (2002)

Report

February 2002

House of Lords Select Committee on the
European Union (2002)

Report

14 February 2002

PIU (2002)

April 2002

Renewables Obligation introduced

Report

Consultation processes
Stakeholder
(written)
consultation

May 2002

DEFRA et al. (2002). Energy policy: key
issues for consultation

May–13 September 2002

Written responses received from stakeholders

Stakeholder
(written)
consultation

June–September 2002

Stakeholder meetings, workshops and
seminars

Stakeholder
consultation

June–September 2002

Stakeholder web-based questionnaire

Stakeholder
consultation

1–10 July 2002

Public focus groups

Public consultation

July 2002

Public questionnaire at roadshows

Public consultation

August 2002

Public deliberative workshops

Public consultation

24 February 2003

Energy White Paper published

Report
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CHAPTER 7

7.1

Food Standards Agency: Three Vignettes
of Consultation

Introduction
The Food Standards Agency (FSA) is a non-ministerial department responsible for
protecting public health and consumer interests in relation to food. It was established in
April 2000 following the BSE crisis and other food scares. It operates at arm’s length from
government, acting as both an independent adviser and regulator. Its success depends to a
significant degree on how well it engages the public to build and maintain confidence in
the food system. Reflecting this priority, early in its history the FSA created a consumer
branch within its central corporate resources and strategy group. Other initiatives include:

•

regular forums for consumer organisations on FSA business;

•

training seminars for FSA staff run by consumer groups;

•

secondment to the National Consumer Council (NCC) to work on food policy;

•

a joint conference (with the Consumers’ Association and NCC) on consumer
involvement (see National Consumer Council, 2002).

In addition to this, the FSA has established an extensive pattern of interacting with
consumers, the public and its stakeholders. It conducts annual consumer surveys to
investigate the public’s attitude to food, including questions about safety, hygiene,
nutrition and diet. It also conducts more specific surveys into issues of concern to FSA
policymakers, such as teenagers’ diet and more general issues of nutrition.
Also, the FSA carries out many formal consultations (see http://www.food.gov.uk/
foodindustry/consultations/). These are addressed primarily to stakeholders and the food
industry in particular, consumer groups and campaign groups on food issues. There is now
also a FSA Consumer Stakeholder Forum providing another mechanism for securing
public involvement. Most of these consultations are required by changes to European
regulations and take the form of written consultations. In addition, the FSA has a
reputation for trying to be open with consumers and to involve them in its decisions. In
2003, the Consumers’ Association commented:
The FSA has continued to develop ways of making its work more transparent and
enhancing consumer involvement and is a model for other government departments and
agencies, including the new European Food Safety Authority. (Consumers’ Association,
2003)
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The FSA has also attempted to engage independent expert advice to ensure that it keeps up
with developments in science and has an appropriate set of priorities in its own research.
Independent expert committees hold their meetings in public and many include lay
representatives. The FSA attempts to addresses the important problem of how to combine
public opinions and values with scientific evidence. In 2000 it set up a consultation on
“Involving consumers in policy-making” and received an almost unanimous response from
stakeholders (including the Consumers’ Association, Friends of the Earth, Sustain and
others) that there should be effective consumer involvement.
The FSA was selected as a case study because of its reputation for openness and public
engagement. We had hoped to learn from the FSA’s experience by examining two dialogue
activities (that we selected) carried out by the agency: the consultations surrounding water
in chicken and another concerning the research agenda for comparing organic and
conventional food. Unfortunately, it proved extremely difficult to contact the relevant
policymakers within the FSA. When we did manage to contact them they were reluctant to
talk about these dialogue activities as they saw them as issues of continuing policy concern.
This meant that we had to rely on information published on the FSA website and external
sources including Sustain, the alliance for better food and farming, for these parts of the
case study. Near the end of the study the FSA suggested we should examine how they dealt
with the issue of Bovine Spongiform Encephalopathy (BSE) in sheep and were very helpful
in providing information on this example, including an interview.
Because of the difficulties encountered with this case study we have not been able to
present it in the same format as the other case studies. Instead we present it in the form of
two vignettes and one more substantial case that loosely follows the case study framework.
7.2

Water in Chicken
The FSA carried out a food survey in 2000 identifying that the addition of water to
chicken to increase its weight resulted in between 5% and 26% less meat than declared in
the packaging. A second study was published in December 2001. Following this second
study the Food Safety Authority of Ireland was also informed, because it was suspected
that similar products were being imported to Ireland. To keep the water in the chicken,
hydrolysed protein was also being added. In June 2002, Wolverhampton City Council
successfully prosecuted one of the suppliers of the mislabelled chicken. The following
month all suppliers and wholesalers of the catering chicken tested in the survey were
contacted and reminded of their responsibilities. In January 2003, FSA officials met with
the Dutch authorities to discuss mislabelled chicken products produced in the Netherlands
and following this, action was taken against several companies identified by the FSA. In
March 2003, the FSA published a follow-up study and the European Commission,
meanwhile, confirmed that in the view of the European Scientific Steering Committee,
beef collagen (the hydrolyse protein of choice) added to chicken did not pose a risk to
human health.
The FSA framed the problem primarily as one of food authenticity and labelling on the
grounds that it was not a threat to human health, but it was misleading the consumer. The
European Commission has also worked within this framework. There was widespread press
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concern following the release of the information and the Chairman of the FSA, Sir John
Krebbs, told the BBC:
The scam is that chicken is being sold to caterers that may only be half chicken and the
rest is water and a cocktail of chemicals that is added to make the water stick in the
chicken. This is quite unacceptable. (BBC News, 2001)

The FSA responded through press releases and information on their website. It also set up
a working party with stakeholders (such as the Consumers’ Association and representatives
of the food industry). In addition, the issue was considered in its continuing Consumer
Committee meetings. At its board meeting in June 2003, it was proposed that a
stakeholder meeting should be set up “to discuss ways to reduce demands for, and hence
the sale of, chicken containing excessive water or beef or pork proteins pending the
introduction of legislation”. A programme of work followed this but active consultation
and involvement was limited. The issue re-emerged in 2004 following a Panorama
programme which highlighted that the problem was continuing. Because this is seen as a
food authenticity issue and not a food safety issue, progress awaits developments within
Europe.
7.3

Organic Food
Unlike many matters taken up by the FSA, this is an issue which was activated by the FSA
itself when Sir John Krebbs told the BBC in September 2001 that consumers were:
[N]ot getting value for money, in my opinion and in the opinion of the Food Standards
Agency, if they think they’re buying food with extra nutritional quality or extra safety. (see
also http://www.foodstandards.gov.uk/science/sciencetopics/organicfood/).

Some two years later in November 2002, a workshop for stakeholders was held, giving rise
to a consultation paper calling for further contributions. The report concluded:
Overall, the Agency has concluded that the workshop generated a range of interesting
ideas for further consideration and provided, by means of its expert and insightful
discussions, a critical analysis of the options for further research.

In September 2003 the Agency again invited written consultation on what stakeholders felt
should be researched to best meet the needs of consumers. In May 2004 the question of
organic food was raised again at the Consumer Stakeholder Forum. The outcome of this
involvement is still continuing, but it appears that neither the FSA nor the organic lobby
have an interest in reactivating the debate.
7.4

BSE in Sheep
Background

The BSE crisis of the 1990s led to a concern that BSE might have been introduced into
sheep. This could have occurred as sheep had eaten the same feed that had infected cattle.
Infected sheep entering the food chain would pose a similar risk to meat from infected
cattle, but there were fewer controls in place to limit this risk. However, because sheep
suffer from an almost indistinguishable disease called scrapie, it was hard to tell whether
BSE was present in the national flock. To tackle this question, research was commissioned
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in the late 1990s to test whether a large archive of sheep brains showed evidence of BSE in
the national flock. The FSA was depending on this research to help it decide how to deal
with the issue of BSE in sheep.
Initiation

In late 2001 the preliminary results of the research began to emerge and appeared to
indicate that BSE was indeed present in the national flock. However, shortly before the
final results of the study were published it became clear that – because of a labelling error –
the research had been probably been carried on out cow brains. This meant that the
presence of BSE in sheep remained a possibility, hence there was a possible health risk
posed by mutton and lamb.
The problems with the research emerged in September 2001. At this point the FSA had
two drivers to consult with the public and its stakeholders. It needed to address public
concern, and also wanted to review the available evidence to inform how it should address
the potential health risks. To do this it called an open meeting for stakeholders, including
representatives of the public such as the Consumer Association and the NCC. At this point
the June 2002 board meeting of the FSA was identified as the endpoint of the process,
where any recommendations would be reviewed.
Timeline

There were three main stages in the consultation:

•

an initial stakeholder meeting;

•

the production of a report and recommendations by a working group; and

•

a written consultation on the report and recommendations.

Stakeholder meeting

This was held in December 2001. The FSA maintains lists of stakeholders with interests in
particular issues, e.g. the meat industry, livestock industry, consumer groups, BSE support
groups, etc. Using these lists the FSA sent over 1,000 invitations to the open stakeholder
meeting. They also advertised the meeting by press release, although no members of the
general public appear to have attended. Around 200 delegates attended the meeting, which
included presentations from various experts in the area covering the scientific aspects and
the viewpoints of consumers and farmers. There were also opportunities for questions and
wider debate. The FSA published a short report summarising the views and points raised
(reproduced as Annex B in Food Standards Agency, 2002).
Working group

To review the evidence in detail and draft recommendations, the FSA formed a steering
group of 12 people. This group of 12 had a certain degree of independence from the FSA,
but was chaired by the chairman of the FSA and contained four other members from the
FSA. Other organisations represented included the Consumers’ Association, NCC, Ulster
Farmer’s Union and the Meat and Livestock Commission. Over the course of six months
and four meetings, the group drafted a detailed report evaluating the options for addressing
the possibility of BSE in sheep (Food Standards Agency, 2002).
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Written consultation

The working group’s report was put out for a two-week written consultation in the run-up
to the FSA board meeting in June 2002. The consultation document was sent to a wide
range of stakeholders, again identified from the FSA’s lists.
Meeting in public, the FSA board considered the working group report, along with a
summary of the written responses. The FSA board adopted all the recommendations in the
report. The final report of the working group was also sent to all the participants in the
original stakeholder meeting.
7.5

Outputs
The report

In delegating the preparation of the report to the working group the FSA delegated the
synthesis of different strands of evidence to the stakeholders themselves. The report also
includes details of a few areas of disagreement between stakeholders and deals with some
hypothetical cases, such as likely action in the event that BSE was identified in the national
flock. The report contained 11 recommendations, the most significant of which were:

•

to introduce more and better testing for BSE in sheep;

•

to work to ban sheep intestine use for sausage casing at European Union (EU)
level;

•

to work with industry to introduce voluntary labelling of the origin of lamb in
baby food;

•

to continue to develop risk communication with the public;

•

to support work to reduce scrapie in the national flock.

Dissemination of outputs

The report itself is extremely well written and accessible; this may be due to the
involvement of the FSA communications team in its drafting. In addition, the working
group’s advice was made available in a number of other ways, including in the FSA
newsletter, on the FSA’s website and in the form of a series of frequently asked questions
(FAQs), also available on the website.
The FSA launched the report with a press conference, but immediately prior to publication
it held embargoed briefings for politicians, representatives of the meat and livestock
industry and the sausage casing industry.
7.6

Outcomes
The report recommended that sectors of the community who consumed the largest
proportion of mutton, and hence that might be at greatest risk, should receive special
attention from the risk communications campaign. To achieve this the FSA worked with
community representatives from the Muslim community. The representatives both helped
to deliver the message to their communities and the FSA to contextualise the message for
the Muslim community.
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The push for a ban on the use of sheep intestine as sausage casings was partially successful,
with the EU banning the use of the ileum, one part of the intestine.
7.7

Overarching Issues
The FSA felt that the biggest issue with the consultation was the tension between allowing
time for consultation and the pressure to reach a conclusion. The exercise has not been
formally evaluated, but learning from it has informed subsequent consultations in the
division, such as that concerning the ban on cattle over 30 months old entering the food
chain.

7.8

Concluding Remarks
The Consumers’ Association’s (2000) response to the FSA’s consultation, Involving
consumers in policy-making, stated that the Agency “must develop effective mechanisms for
involving consumers and consumer groups in its policy-making”. This consultation
received responses from the food industry, consumer groups and NGOs such as Friends of
the Earth and Sustain. The consensus was that consultation was desirable. One
consequence was the creation in 2002 of a consumer committee, comprising 12 members,
six of who are appointed and six members appointed by open competition. More recently
the FSA have created the Consumer Stakeholder Forum.
In each of our vignettes, we can see that it was thought necessary to create additional
consultations (on top of the more general mechanisms available for public consultation) to
meet the specific issues raised by water in chicken, organic food and BSE in sheep.
Matching these two processes to produce relevant, timely and robust consultations was
challenging – perhaps especially to an organisation committed to a high level of
consultation. A consequence is that when these specific and ongoing consultation activities
are added to the large number of formal consultation required by law, some stakeholders
begin to complain of “consultation fatigue”.
Furthermore, our vignettes demonstrate how the FSA’s repertoire of public involvement
focuses on stakeholder engagement and involves a relatively small circle. It also gives the
FSA considerable autonomy in framing the basis of consultation (to meet the concerns
either of scientists or lawyers, for example). To some degree this reflects the technical
nature of much of the FSA’s work where it might be difficult for non-specialists to engage,
but the result is that genuine consultation (as opposed to consumer research) is limited to
“the usual suspects”. If those included in consultations are limited, then inevitably the
consequences of these consultations for policy are also limited. The FSA has a range of
obligations and these do not include the obligation to follow the outcomes of consultation
exercises.
However, despite these important limitations, the FSA is rightly regarded as having an
active interest in transparency and consultation. Its strengths appear to be in consumer
surveys and in the openness of its proceedings. However, it faces altogether more difficult
challenges when it seeks to actively involve consumers and the public in its policy-making.
On chicken, for example, it framed the issue in a narrow and legalistic way as a problem of
food authenticity. With organic foods, it took a particularly combative science-based
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approach and challenged some stakeholders. The FSA was clearly within its authority to
adopt these positions, but in so doing it demonstrated the problem of weighing up:

•

statutory obligations;

•

policy commitments;

•

scientific evidence; and

•

the outcomes of public and consumer involvement.

The examples we have identified illustrate the complexity and difficulty of simultaneously
meeting these obligations.
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Appendix: Methods

The project was carried out in two phases. The initial phase used a case study method,
examining four case studies in different areas of science and technology policy. The second
phase used a web based survey to examine the themes emerging from the case studies in a
wider range of consultation projects.

Case Study Methods
Case Study Selection

In case study research there are two ways in which to select cases: either because they are
seen as being typical of an area, or because they show behaviour of particular interest. In
this project the case studies were selected to cover a variety of areas of science and
technology policy. Key criteria for selection were:

•

case studies where the outcome appears to have been successful for both public
and government;

•

government involvement in engagement activities; and

•

availability of information.

The Council for Science and Technology (CST) selected the final four case studies from a
shortlist of nine (see Box A.1), guided by recommendations of the project team. A formal
selection matrix with case studies selected on a number of criteria was not used.
Framework Development

Using our expert knowledge and in discussion with the CST we developed a framework
detailing the key questions to be answered for each of the case studies. Because of the
emphasis of the project on the linkage between dialogue processes and policy, the
framework focused on how the dialogue processes were initiated and grew out of policy;
and how their outputs fed back into policy. The framework is presented in Box A.2 and
has been used to present the case studies in Chapters 3, 4 and 5. It also provided the
structure for our interview protocols. For pragmatic reasons, explained in Chapter 6, the
framework has not been used to present the final case study.
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Food Standards Agency (FSA)
Two of the consultations around food policy that the agency has organised.
Human Fertilisation and Embryology Authority (HFEA)
The consultation and dialogue processes feeding into the authority’s report on sex selection of
babies.
Renewable energy
The consultation processes surrounding the 2003 White Paper on Renewable Energy and how
they link to local consultation processes.
Vehicle Emissions Policy
The effects and interactions of public engagement and policy processes surrounding vehicle
emissions policy in Auckland, New Zealand.
UK BioBank
The consultation processes that fed into the draft Ethics and Governance Framework for UK
BioBank.
Nanotechnology
The consultation processes organised for the Royal Society/Royal Society of Engineering report
on nanotechnology.
Animals in research
The effects and scope of public consultation processes surrounding the use of animals in
research.
Identity cards
The consultation processes surrounding the introduction of identity cards and a national
identity database by the Home Office.
Safe sex and AIDS awareness
The early 1980s campaign to raise awareness of AIDS and its affects on public attitudes and
behaviour.
Box A.1: Original shortlist of case studies

Case Study Research

We carried out focused web-based literature reviews to locate information about the
consultation processes in the case studies, investigating the organisations’ websites and also
searching newspaper databases for coverage of the case studies. This research was
supplemented by key informant interviews, which were with individuals involved in either
the policy-making into which the dialogue process fed, or the synthesis of
recommendations. We interviewed either one or two key informants for each case study.
Interviews were recorded and these recordings were used as a source when writing up the
case studies.
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Introduction
What profile did the issue have prior to the dialogue process?
Initiation
When did the process start?

What was the trigger for the dialogue process? Was it internal or external? Who initiated the
process: government, experts, other stakeholders? Why did the dialogue process happen when it did?
How did this timing relate to the policy process in the area?
What did the organisation see as the aims of the dialogue process? Were its internal aims the same as
its externally publicised aims?
Why was the dialogue carried out: because of democratic right; to enrich democratic representation;
to help make better decisions; or to build support and raise awareness?
What role did policymakers have in shaping the dialogue process?
Were the likely outcomes of the dialogue process considered at the start by policymakers?
Process
What processes were used and what mediums of communication? How many people were involved
and how?

How long did the process go on for? How long did the analysis take?
How were the participants identified? How were they contacted? Who was invited to participate:
stakeholders, public (which public), professionals, business? Users vs. non-users? What was done to
ensure that representation went beyond the “usual suspects” of pressure groups, industry lobbyists
and academics?
What level of engagement was there – provision of information, engagement in debate, input into
policy process, devolution of decisions?
How were participants prepared for dialogue? How were aims of communication communicated to
them? How were expectations of participants managed?
How were different strands of consultation integrated into final output/recommendations?
Outputs
What was the output of the process? (Was this communicated to the participants?)

How was the output disseminated?
Were there recommendations or simply a report of views?
Outcomes
What effect did the process have on policy? (Was this communicated to the participants?)

Did it confirm or confound the experts’ and other stakeholders’ views?
What other factors fed into the policy-making process?
Did it address the aims originally set for it?
How was the process viewed in terms of success by various stakeholders?
Was it used to delay a decision?
Did it initiate further consultations?
What was the quality of dialogue in the field, was it affected by the process?
Overarching Issues
How was dialogue process affected by external events?

How was dialogue process evaluated?
Box A.2: The case study framework
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Case Study Analysis Workshop

The case studies were analysed in a five-hour workshop held with the four members of the
project team, Jacqui Russell of the CST secretariat and Gary Kass, Head of Public
Engagement in Science and Technology of the Office of Science and Technology (OST).
Each case study was described in a brief PowerPoint presentation by the case study
researcher and then discussed by the group.
Observations and key points from the case studies were then written on “Hexies” (large
hexagonal Post-It notes), colour coded by the case study from which the observation arose.
Through discussion these Hexies were clustered into themes, and these themes further
explored and elaborated. This clustering provided the underlying structure for the analysis,
which is described in Chapter 2.

Web Survey Methods
Questionnaire Development and Testing

The questionnaire (which is presented in full at the end of this appendix) was developed to
explore the most important themes emerging from the case studies, and was designed to
take under 30 minutes to complete. CST provided comments and suggestions for question
design.
A draft questionnaire was tested using a cognitive interview. In this technique: where a
respondent talks a researcher through their thinking as the fill in the questionnaire. The
questionnaire was then modified to address misunderstandings encountered in the
cognitive interview.
Deployment and Analysis

The survey was open from Wed 19 Jan 2005 until 14 Feb 2005 (a period of 25 days) and
received a total of 22 valid responses. The CST provided us with a list of 47 initial contacts
who we invited to complete the survey (Group 1). The survey allowed respondents to
suggest additional people they thought should be invited to fill in the survey, in the event
13 additional people were suggested (Group 2). Members of the groups who did not
complete the survey received reminder emails, three reminder emails were sent to Group 1
and one reminder was sent to Group 2.
Considering both Groups together we achieved a response rate of 37%, in addition seven
members of Group 1 responded to say that they did not have the experience required to fill
in the questionnaire.
The survey was deployed on the web SelectSurveyASP Advanced 8.0.2 software and
participants were invited to visit the website and fill in the survey on line. There was no
option to download and complete a hardcopy of the questionnaire. Participants were not
forced to answer all the questions, as recommended in Schonlau et al (2002), which
resulted in a respondents omitting some questions.
Early in the questionnaire, we asked respondents their role in the engagement process. We
then used this information to present alternative questions later in the survey.
Unfortunately due to a proof reading error on the final version question 27 the options for
this question were missing. We have disregarded this question in our analysis.
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Methods

Analysis was carried out using Microsoft Excel 2000. Because the sample was an
opportunity sample, and not selected to be representative of a population it is not
appropriate to conduct tests of statistical significance on the survey results.
Questionnaire

The following pages show screenshots of each page of the web survey:
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