Successful consultations

1.  Planning the consultation
· What do you want to find out?

· Why do you want to find it out?

· Who do you need to ask?

· How will you seek people’s opinions?

· Where will the consultations take place?

· What will you do with the information after the consultation?

· How much time and money will be needed to carry out the consultation?

2.  Setting objectives for the consultation

The objectives answer the “what” and “why” for planning the consultation.

Set SMART objectives for the consultation - 
Specific

Measurable 
Achievable 
Realistic (or Relevant, with the resources you have)
Timed 
The objectives will be linked to the project planning or evaluation which the consultation will inform.
An example of SMART objectives for a consultation to develop a programme of activities for Under 5s could be:

Specific: Consult with local kindergarten group and parents, to find out what sort of activities they would be interested in, and which the museum could provide.

Measurable:  Hold two consultation sessions, one at the kindergarten and one in the museum, with regular communication between kindergarten and museum staff, and parents.  There will be an agreed number of activity sessions.

Achievable: The consultation will take place with a local group which already has links with the museum.

Realistic:  The museum has collections which interest young children, and the families wish to take part in activities at the museum.

Timed:  The consultation will take place over a two month period, after which the activities will begin.
3.  Selecting participants for the consultation

Participants in the consultation could be drawn from within the museum’s staff and volunteers, as well as from visitors and non-visitors.  

· Choose appropriate people to consult with - users and non-users, with a range of backgrounds and interests

· Work with schools, community group leaders, youth group leaders, etc, to make contact with relevant people

· Ensure that participants in the consultation are aware of how much commitment is required from them - whether it is a few minutes to fill in a questionnaire or whether they will take part in a number of sessions over a period of weeks or months.

4.  Seeking people’s opinions
Mediated or un-mediated consultations

Consultations may be mediated by a representative of the museum: 

· face-to-face with individuals or groups

· with personal contact by telephone

or they may be unmediated, using:

· self-completion questionnaires

· comments books or cards

· internet resources

For face-to-face consultations:

· Make sure the venue is appropriate.  It need not be at the museum, but it must be accessible to the participants.

· Choose a suitable time for the consultations, which will be convenient for the participants.

· Provide child care facilities if appropriate.

· Arrange for language interpretation (including Sign Language) if necessary.

· Provide refreshments for the participants.  This shows appreciation, and people will be able to contribute to the discussion more effectively if they are not hungry or thirsty.  Be aware of any cultural or dietary requirements for food and drink.

· Ensure that participants can feel relaxed; introduce everyone, explain the reasons for the consultation and set ground rules for discussion.

· Make clear (in a friendly manner) that everyone’s views are to be respected and people must not interrupt or talk over each other.

· Provide background information in an easily-understood format.  Be aware that people may not have good literacy skills and may not be confident speakers.

· Use active methods of gaining people’s opinions so that participants do not have to read and write too much.

· If the session will be audio recorded or videoed, explain how the recordings will be used and ensure that participants sign consent forms for use of the material in the future. Be aware that some people might find it intimidating to be recorded.

For telephone consultations:

· Allow plenty of time to conduct the interviews, bearing in mind that it may take several attempts to contact each person.

· Some people may only be available at certain times in the day or evening; if necessary book a telephone interview in advance.

· Pilot the questionnaire or interview structure to ensure that the discussion progresses in a logical manner.

· Allow space for recording additional information which may arise.

Unmediated consultations

People can give their opinions through self-completion questionnaires, comments books and cards, or internet surveys.  However, respondents are self-selecting and only people who are sufficiently motivated and interested will reply.  Nevertheless, if the methods and questions are carefully chosen, it can be a successful way to gain qualitative and quantitative information.

5.  Where will the consultations take place?

Ideally, the consultation will take place in the museum:

· Participants can visit the galleries, look at resources, etc

· It is an opportunity for people to familiarise themselves with the museum

However, it may be more convenient for people to meet elsewhere:

· in school

· at community venue

· at a hotel

These venues may be more accessible (in terms of physical access to the building, or people may be more familiar with it), or the museum may be unavailable if, for example, it is being redeveloped.
6.  What will you do with the information after the consultation?

All consultations should have an exit strategy to ensure that the findings are acted on by the museum, and that the participants are informed of the outcome of the consultation and what action the museum will take as a result.  People may have built up a strong relationship with the museum, especially if the consultation has taken place over a period of time, and it is important that this relationship is built on.  
When designing the methods for obtaining information, decide how it will be analysed and presented.

In addition to a written report, consider making the information (or part of it) available in other formats, such as:

· CD or DVD

· Visual presentation

· Music or drama

· Presentation involving or designed by the consultation participants

Ensure that the participants receive acknowledgement for their input, and give participants at least a summary of the consultation findings.

Ensure that the consultation findings are acted upon!

7.  How much time and money will be required for the consultation?

Do not underestimate the amount of time that is required to plan, run, report and disseminate a consultation.  Allow for sufficient staff time to carry out these tasks.  It may be worthwhile to appoint an independent consultant to carry out the consultation to free up staff time, and to provide an outsider’s view of the organisation.  If the consultation is likely to address controversial issues, it can also be helpful to use an independent consultant as participants may feel more able to speak freely to an independent person, rather than to museum staff.

Allow funds for 

· room / venue hire (if necessary)

· refreshments

· paying expenses to participants

· production of final report

· dissemination event (if appropriate)

· employing a consultant (if required)
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