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Objective of consulting: 

To improve proposals by 

understanding the views of 

stakeholders*

*The term ‘stakeholders is used in its broadest sense, to encompass all those who could be interested or affected. This 

includes, but is not limited to, service users, residents, businesses, organisations, partner agencies
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What is consultation?

The term ‘consultation’ is often used to refer to a whole range of contacts 

between the County Council and the population it serves. In fact, 

consultation is only one element within the wider field of ‘engagement’ 

– differentiated by the legal framework that surrounds it. 

As a council, we are required to consult when:

• we are taking away a service;

• we plan to substantially change or reduce a service;

• there is a legitimate expectation that we will consult because:

• people may be disadvantaged by the proposals;

• the Council has previously consulted on similar proposals.

If someone wishes to challenge a decision made by the County Council 

it is usually easier to bring a legal challenge on the basis that:

• there has been no consultation where there should have been;

• that the consultation that did take place was flawed.

Consultation is the dynamic process of 

dialogue between individuals or groups, 

based on a genuine exchange of views and 

with the objective of influencing decisions, 

policies or programmes of action
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Legal and policy context for consultation

There are a range of laws that dictate the circumstances in which a 

consultation should take place, but the key articles that dictate how it 

should be done are the Gunning Principles

These form the legal foundation from which the legitimacy of public 

consultations is assessed, ensuring that

• proposals are still at a formative stage

• there is sufficient information to give ‘intelligent consideration’

• there is adequate time for consideration and response

• ‘conscientious consideration’ must be given to the consultation 

responses before a decision is made

The Gunning Principles are frequently referred to as a legal basis for 

judicial review decisions.

Hampshire County Council’s Consultation 

Policy reflects the Gunning Principles and 

maintains the need to:

1. consult on key issues and proposals;

2. consult in good time;

3. be inclusive but within clear and 

appropriate limits;

4. consult using clear, simple information;

5. ensure responses are taken into 

account when decisions are made.

Adopted February 2015

https://www.local.gov.uk/sites/default/files/documents/The%20Gunning%20Principles.pdf
https://documents.hants.gov.uk/consultation/HampshireCountyCouncilConsultationPolicy.pdf
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Principle One: We will consult on key issues and proposals

Where it is proportionate to do so, the County Council will consult on significant decisions:

• which are likely to have an impact of significance on a particular group of service users, residents or businesses

• where there is or is likely to be widespread public interest

• where we are required by law to conduct a prescribed form of public consultation or engagement.

For example:

Financial strategy and savings programmes Strategic policies Service change Prescribed
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Principle Two: We will consult in good time

We endeavour to undertake consultation early in the process when proposals are still at a formative stage. 

The timing should allow adequate time for consideration and response before decisions are made. 

Scoping and 
engagement

Design Consultation Analysis Decision Review

Equality Impact Assessment

There is no fixed timescale for a consultation, but ultimately this should be governed by the needs of potential respondents,

rather than the needs of the organisation.
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Principle Three: We will be inclusive, but within clear and appropriate limits

In order to determine timelines, methodologies and analysis, we need to 

understand who is likely to be a) impacted by and b) have a genuine 

interest in these proposals and any barriers to consulting with them.

A stakeholder analysis is scoped at an early stage and referred to 

throughout the process.

High

In
fl
u
e
n
ce

Impact

Keep Informed

Target and supportRaise awareness 

Engage closely

Low High

Public consultations are possibly best 

assessed on the extent to which they 

secure meaningful responses from 

properly identified relevant stakeholders
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Principle Three: We will be inclusive, but within clear and appropriate limits

Not everyone will want to get involved in a consultation, but we can encourage involvement by raising awareness of the 

opportunity and the reasons why it is important for residents and stakeholders to have their say. 

To this end:

• Each consultation is supported by a comprehensive communications plan

• We provide alternative formats in accordance with the findings of the stakeholder analysis, and offer other formats 

and languages on request

• We inform people about how their responses will be used and publish results and actions arising from the views 

shared

• We monitor how and where people became aware of our consultations, and who is responding over time, to identify 

common patterns and areas for improvement

Importantly, we need to be proportionate in our approach and demonstrate how feedback has been used. 
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Case study: A comprehensive Communications Plan helps to maximise reach via a range of channels
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Case study: The role of elected members in consultation

We know that many people respond to consultations when informed about them via word of mouth from a trusted individual. 

Aside from their key role in decision-making, Elected Members will be aware of how to promote effectively within their 

communities and can play an important role in encouraging response.

Share on social media

Email your contacts – and ask them to 

spread the message too

Display information within your community

Improve the County Council’s reach 

into seldom heard communities 

through understanding of local 

gatekeepers, facilities and community 

groups

Help your constituents to understand 

the importance of sharing their views



11

Case study: Identifying common patterns and areas for improvement

Number of responses tends to vary according to 

the topic of consultation

Older people are online, just not necessarily on social media.

Typically, our ‘seldom heard’ groups are aged under 25, males, of a 

non-white ethnic origin and from areas such as Gosport, Havant and 

Rushmoor – but this can be influenced by topic and comms channel

T21 Public health consultation: 21% word of mouth awarenessSP23 Budget consultation: 8% word of mouth awareness

High (tens of thousands)

Universally used services

e.g. HWRCs, Libraries, buses

Medium (thousands)

Strategic and stage one 

consultations e.g. Transport 

strategies, budget consultations

Low (hundreds)

Targeted services, often affecting 

vulnerable groups
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Principle Four: We will consult using clear, simple information

We aim to: 

• Provide sufficient information about the proposals and where 

appropriate their alternatives to allow residents to make an 

informed response

• Communicate in plain English and avoid jargon and acronyms

• Be clear about the purpose of the consultation, including the 

aspects of the decision which are open to change, and the 

decisions which have already been taken 

• Be clear about the questions being asked but leave an 

opportunity for further comment where appropriate. 

What is the current situation?

What is being proposed?

Why is this being proposed?

How would it be implemented?

What would be the impact?

What are the alternatives?
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Case study: The information tightrope

There should be sufficient information 

provided on the proposal to allow 

consultees to make an intelligent 

response. Unless consultees have some 

idea of the decision-maker’s rationale for 

the proposals to be put forward, or the 

main factors which are likely to be 

important in the decision-making process, 

it may be difficult for any effective 

response to be made.

“Well done for creating such a 

comprehensive and easy-to-

understand info pack!” 

“This consultation is far too 

lengthy for people to read 

and easily consider” 

“Thank you for such detailed 

information enabling me to fully 

appreciate why you are making 

your dreadful choices.”

“Consultation is essential but 

this one is far too detailed!”

Quotes illustrative of comments received to the T21 Libraries consultation which collected over 20,000 responses
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Case study: Options for those who don’t want to read the full pack or take a long survey

Short summaries, easy read 

information, consultation 

micro-sites, video, audio and 

unstructured response options

Virtual and in-person drop in 

events, face to face and telephone 

one to one’s, virtual workshops, live 

Q&A sessions, local exhibitions
Feb 2018
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Principle Five: We will ensure responses are taken into account when decisions are made

Although the proportion of respondents who agree or 

disagree with a proposal is an indicator of public opinion, 

the true value of consultation is in understanding the 

potential impacts of the proposals and why people feel the 

way they do. This can be used to guide adaptations, 

address misconceptions and deliver informed judgements. True consultation is not a matter of simply 

‘counting heads’; it is not a matter of how 

many people object to proposals but how 

soundly based their objections are….

Lady Justice Arden with LJ Richards and Sir Stephen 

Sedley in The Royal Brompton Hospital v The Joint 

Committee of PCTs (2012)
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Case study: Understanding equality impacts on people with protected characteristics

The Public Sector Equality Duty (PSED) requires public 

authorities to have due regard to equality considerations; 

specifically the need to:

• eliminate unlawful discrimination, harassment and 

victimisation.

• advance equality of opportunity between people who 

share a protected characteristic and those who do not.

• foster good relations between people who share a 

protected characteristic and those who do not.

By seeking views and developing our understanding, 

consultation can play a significant role in helping the 

County Council to assess the impact of proposals and 

decisions on equalities groups. 
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Case study: How responses are taken into account

HCC Press release October 2021
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In summary

• Consultation enables the County Council to improve proposals and decisions by understanding and taking account of the 

views of stakeholders

• There is a defined policy and process for consultation, which enables the County Council to work within legal requirements

• The County Council will consult when there are proposals to remove, substantially change or reduce a service, or when 

there is a legitimate expectation that it will do so  

• The needs of identified stakeholders are paramount in determining the scope of a consultation at all stages

• A process of ongoing review allows the County Council to identify and implement areas for improvement after each 

consultation

• As community gatekeepers, Elected Members play an important role in helping constituents understand the importance of 

sharing their views


