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1. Document Control

1.1 Abstract

This document describes the best practices employed for the implementation of the ECONET E-Consultation (ECONET) system. These guidelines will establish a shared understanding of the processes, methods and practices employed to maximise the uptake and usage of the ECONET system.

1.2 Revision History

	Issue
	Date
	Author
	Purpose/changes/future changes

	0.1

1.0
	29/08/06
31/08/06
	Keith Davies

Keith Davies
	Draft outline of Best Practice Guidelines
Best Practice Guidelines

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	


1.3 Intended Audience

AA-ECONET Project Partners

1.4 Timing Goals

This is Final Version of the Best Practice Guidelines document and is being circulated to ECONET Partners today 31/08/2006. 

2. Project Overview

2.1 AA-ECONET

AA-ECONET is a European (INTERREG III B Atlantic Area) funded project. Part of the project aims to establish an eCommunity network. An eCommunity is a group of policy/decision makers and stakeholders using an ICT framework to dialogue in a particular consultation area (e.g. spatial planning, EU enlargement, recycling, nuclear power). An eCommunity network is the ICT-based user-driven system and methodology that connects and supports several eCommunities.
Whilst existing e-government initiatives focus heavily on the delivery of government information and services through new technology, the ECONET project focuses on allowing citizens electronic access to council consultations and providing them with improved opportunities to participate in the political decision making process, thereby promoting interactive policy making within each of the AA-ECONET partner regions.  With improved communication access available, the council and citizens can participate in improved on-going consultation.

2.2 Purpose

The Best Practice Guidelines document takes the experiences of the project partners and describe the best practices employed for the implementation of the ECONET system. The guidelines will detail the processes, methods and practices employed to maximise the uptake and usage of the ECONET system. Furthermore, any pitfalls will be highlighted so that other users will know areas to avoid. 
2.3 Scope

The document will consider the following main areas:

· Building of e-Communities (i.e. Citizens, Community, Business, Policy/Decision makers)
· Measuring success of the pilot
· Types of consultation (Paper based, electronic or ‘Blended’)
· PR and Advertising (Project Dissemination, Brochures, Newsletter, Launch Events)

· Training – who’s trained and at what level e.g. SA, EA, Moderator
· Management buy-in – was management buy-in achieved. If so how was it achieved and at what level e.g. County Manager, middle management etc
· Piloting – methods employed
· Project Management (Vendor relations, Partner relations, Lessons learned)
· Risk and Mitigation strategies e.g. problem areas/pitfalls 
2.4 Structure

This document will take each of the above areas within the scope and outline the experiences and processes involved when implementing an ECONET system. Additional information may be highlighted in the Appendix. E.g. a list of questions is included in appendix 1 which users should think of including with a consultation or as a separate consultation so that users may give feedback on the site.
2.5 Terminology

· MUST

This word, or the terms «REQUIRED» or «SHALL», mean that the definition is an absolute requirement of the specification

· SHOULD

This phrase, or the phrase “RECOMMENDED”, mean that the requirement forms an important aspect of the system but it is not an absolute requirement and may, if valid reasons exist, not be implemented in full

· MAY

This word, or the adjective “OPTIONAL”, means that an item is truly optional
· AA-ECONET 

Atlantic Area E-Community Centres of Excellence Network

· AA-ECONET Project Partners
The EU Partner Regions who are participating in this project, namely:

· Derry City Council

· Donegal County Council

· Ernact EEIG as project leader

· Fomento de San Sebastián

· Galway County Council

· Gobierno de La Rioja

· Wirral Metropolitan Borough Council
· E-Consultation System


The web based consultation system that will be developed in this project. From here on the E-Consultation System will be referred to as “The System” 

· User

This word, or the phrase “Consultee”, refers to any person who uses the System to view and / or make a submission to a Consultation on the System
· Submission

Refers to any inputted response a user / consultee makes to a consultation on the System

3. Consultations
3.1 Building of e-Communities

An e-Community is any group of people (members of the public, groups, associations, businesses, business persons, Policy/Decision makers etc) who share an interest or a common environment and utilise information technology for communication.

3.1.11 Local Authorities are similar in some respects such that most Local Authorities will have some departments who are in contact with citizens either through voluntary groups, organisations, commercial enterprises or directly with members of the public. It is therefore necessary to utilise these existing interactions/contacts/relationships in order to build an eCommunity. It must be remembered that successful implementation of a system is dependent on a number of things including staff and management enthusiasm/buy-in. As a guide, the following items provide general guidelines when establishing/utilising relationships etc
3.11.1.1 Identify which departments have existing contact with citizens
3.11.1.2 Identify a contact within the appropriate department(s) and obtain contact details. 
3.11.1.3 Establish if the department contact is willing to help in building the eCommunity - if they are not willing to help, try to find a different contact that is willing.
3.11.1.4 Staff who are experienced in dealing with citizens are usually preferable to non-experienced staff. However, if an enthusiastic but inexperienced member of staff shows an aptitude for communicating with people they could be used.
3.11.1.5 For the purposes of building an eCommunity, staff involved should be able  to engage citizens at both an individual and group level depending on the type of relationship/contact
3.11.1.6 Ensure that staff will assist for both the piloting and the go-live as this will avoid complications later and save a secondary requirement to seek out new contacts when going live
3.1.12 Other expertise required

3.11.2.1 Establish any other experience available within the Authority e.g. front-desk staff who deal with citizens on a daily basis can provide useful experience. Staff involved in one-stop shops for service provision, Community departments such as Community Planning, Enterprise etc usually has staff involved with citizens and personnel experienced in this field.
3.11.2.2 Other methods/strategies employed to engage citizens include: Focus groups, dedicated sections of the Authorities web-site e.g. a broadband interest survey and a planning system which allows users to monitor planning applications, Community/Area Forums, public exhibition/publication of plans, documents etc, a variety of partnerships such as Local Strategic Partnerships, Community Partnerships etc and advice bureaux for specific sectors of the community
3.1.13 For the Econet eConsultation system to be successful, the Policy/Decision makers need to be actively involved. It must be remembered that a consultation system is a two-way process and therefore both the citizen and decision maker have to contribute. 
3.11.3.1 The Contact names of the Policy/Decision makers and the departments they are involved in should be collected.
3.11.3.2 The Policy/Decision makers should be kept informed during the project life cycle and prior to and throughout piloting. 

3.11.3.3  In order to assess the Policy/Decision makers viewpoint on the Econet system it is useful to find out if they view the Econet system as information supply or feedback
3.11.3.4 Using the consultation as information feedback and showing that the results will influence policy, will stimulate and encourage citizens to further use the system.
3.2 Consultation Methodologies 
3.2.11 Methods of consultation include Paper based, electronic or ‘Blended’ i.e. both paper and electronic based. The method of choice for each consultation will depend on a number of things including the chosen method of the Local Authority, the type of consultation and the availability of technology. The following should be considered before deciding which methodology is chosen.
3.21.1.1 Availability of technology - Internet access is widespread throughout the European Union, the Western World in general and even in Third World countries. However, some citizens either don’t have an internet connection or won’t use the internet – e.g. some older citizens.
3.21.1.2 Question type and structure need to be carefully considered when utilising an Electronic Consultation system. Some questionnaire builders such as the Econet system do not allow for multiple path questionnaires i.e. where the answer to one question determines the next question asked. In this situation questions may need to be re-worded in order to use a system efficiently and effectively
3.21.1.3 A discussion forum can be very useful as can a public meeting but in most cases the forum would need to be moderated so that profanities, degrading or defamatory comments may be removed prior to display.
3.21.1.4 Electronic consultations allow for easier and more flexible access to a consultation. As long as a citizen can get internet access (at home, work, public access hubs such as libraries, internet café etc) they can view/respond to a consultation and supporting documentation. This means that a citizen can be involved in the consultation process 24 hours a day, 7 days a week.
3.21.1.5 With Electronic consultation systems and user registration, users can be automatically notified of newly published consultations or consultation results. Automatic notifications and feedback can help to generate an aspect of inclusiveness in the consultation process.
3.21.1.6 During the implementation and piloting processes, using blended consultations (i.e. paper and electronic based) will give management the ability to compare the two processes. It would appear from initial piloting results that electronic consultations have an increased response rate as compared with paper based.

3.21.1.7 Other considerations when choosing a consultation?
3.21.1.7.1 The subject matter is the single most important aspect of any consultation. In order to generate interest and usage of the Econet system, the subject matter of the consultation should be of interest to local citizens. The ‘hotter’ the subject the more responses will be received.
3.21.1.7.2 The length of time a consultation is live is normally between one and three months i.e. approximately 4 to 12 weeks. It would appear that following initial advertising etc there is an initial burst of activity in the first two to three weeks and then the numbers responding to the consultation decrease quite rapidly. Regular reminders may prompt increased response rates
3.21.1.7.3 Certain types of consultation may have legal time limits imposed and therefore the length of time a consultation is live is already decided.
3.21.1.7.4 Type of consultation – i.e. questionnaire/forum needs to be considered. A forum is very useful but may require significant staff time to moderate the forum.
3.21.1.7.5 The type and structure of questions needs to be given careful consideration. Closed questions utilising a specific set of responses are easier to analyse statistically, provide a better defined workflow for users and allow the results to be displayed graphically on the site.
3.21.1.7.6 If a forum is included – the type of forum needs to be carefully considered. A moderated forum ensures that any inappropriate comments may be removed or edited before display. Also, forums may either be multi-threaded i.e. allow users to start their own topics or single threaded i.e. only reply to the existing topic. Whilst single threaded is more restrictive for users, it may provide a more ‘controlled’ response.
3.21.1.7.7 Registered Users - in any electronic consultation system, registration of users can help build an eCommunity of citizens. By allowing users to specify topic and area preferences, users with similar preferences can be contacted when matching consultations are published.
3.21.1.7.8 Consultations may be published in multiple languages especially in the Econet system. However, it would appear that only one consultation has been published in more than one language – an internal consultation pilot in Galway. The pilot only had one response in Irish and 127 responses in English. 
3.21.1.7.9 Supporting documents may be very important depending on the consultation topic. All supporting documentation should be available for users to view so that an informed response may be submitted by users. Furthermore, documentation could include anything from MS Word documents, spreadsheets, PDF’s and websites
3.2.12 Summary – the success of an electronic consultation is dependant on a number of factors but the most critical is the consultation subject matter which must be of interest to the citizens being consulted. In all three regions the subject matter was identified as the single most important criterion. Other success factors included inclusion of on-line results, supporting documents, publicity of the site and consultations and the ability to send reminders to people.
3.2.13 The improvement of usage and uptake of the system will depend on local factors but these may include the following:
3.21.3.1 Improve management buy-in by demonstrating uses within each sector or department, by providing awareness campaigns/briefing papers especially for management teams, improve local usage so that Local Authority staff are aware of the system uses, provide staff training days, establish a ‘policy watch’ so that new strategies can use the system and select specific departments to use the system
3.3 Public Relations and Advertising

3.3.11 Methods of publicity may include Brochures, Newsletters, Public Launch/Events, Mail Shots, L.A. website, Radio, T.V., Local press, email known user groups etc. As the Econet system has not been formally launched in any Local Authority yet there have been no major publicity campaigns. However, La Rioja has undertaken an extensive publicity campaign which did not appear to increase the usage of the system.
3.3.12 From the piloting and La Rioja’s experience, the most successful methods appear to be direct contact with citizens and groups. The direct contact can take the form of emails, letters, phone calls and physical visits.
3.3.13 The reason that direct contact, as in section 3.3.2, is most successful is diverse but partly can be attributed to the following: if people get emails or are in a Local Authority website (where clear links to the consultation system exist) then ease of use (i.e. they can access the site instantly) combined with curiosity will encourage people to at least visit the site. Also, a personal letter is more likely to be read as opposed to an advert in a paper or on radio.
3.3.14 To improve the success of the advertising campaign it would appear that more direct contact is important together with the subject matter of the consultations.
3.4 Training

3.4.11 Training will vary from system to system depending on each authority’s set-up. 

3.4.12 Each authority should strive to ensure that there are at least two system administrators to provide resilience.
3.4.13 Consultation administrators will need to be trained as required either by section or organisation depending on the set-up

3.4.14 Moderators may need to be trained and it is suggested that at least 3 per consultation should be available to ensure sufficient cover.

3.4.15 Staff can also be trained in how to use and register on the system, the uses of the system and any potential benefits.
3.5 Management Buy-In

3.5.11 Management Buy-In should start at project initiation. If management are committed at the start of the project then this will aid future use of the systems.
3.5.12 However, management Buy-In does not guarantee use of the system so encouragement, training and identification of possible uses must be continuous until the system becomes part of the normal work practices

3.5.13 Demonstration of system uses and potential benefits can aid management buy-in and identifying a senior manager as champion of the system is crucial. 

3.5.14 Lastly, management which have a ‘go-ahead’ and open attitude to implementing new systems and technology are more likely to take up and use electronic consultation systems as opposed to more traditional thinkers.

3.6 Piloting

3.6.11 Pilots should be carefully planned to ensure a comprehensive test of the system. Any feedback obtained from the pilot with regard to the system e.g. ease of use, speed, bugs etc must be taken seriously and the system modified if possible

3.6.12 Results of piloting should be made available to managers as should any reports/results from pilot consultations. Figures on system usage should also be included especially if blended consultations have been used as this provides a comparison.
3.6.13 The following table lists the pilot’s undertaken to date for each authority who have responded.
	Partner
	Description 
	Type
	Dates – 

open & Close
	Targeted at 
	Numbers
	Electronic

Paper 

Blended
	Successful

Unsuccessful

	Wirral Borough Council


	Building control Satisfaction Survey

Survey of a list of customers that used Building control services in the last three months of 2005
	Open 
	28/02/06 to  

03/04/06
	Building Control 

Customers
	300 letters sent out, 27 responses received
	Notified by letter to complete electronic survey, however anyone visiting website could respond.
	Head of Building Control was very pleased with results as it provided very useful information

	Wirral Borough Council


	Statutory consultations for finalising new guidance on development permits in the areas of Telecommunications, self-contained flat development and hot food shops
	Open
	17/05/06 to 30/06/06
	General Public
	
	blended
	

	Wirral Borough Council


	Staff Training Courses – feedback on training session
	Closed
	20/06/06 to 20/07/06
	Staff
	39 attendees 

14 responses
	electronic
	Comments received were very informative

	Wirral Borough Council


	Travel Patterns of Councillors
	Closed
	21/06/06 to 02/08/06
	Elected members
	66 elected members

To date 25 responses
	Electronic
	Successful & Informative

	Wirral Borough Council


	ECONET user satisfaction survey


	Open
	
	
	Only 3 responses to date
	Electronic
	

	La Rioja 
	Education consultation on the duration of the school day
	Open 
	March 2005 to May 2005
	Public
	180 responded
	Electronic
	Successful

	La Rioja 
	Proposals for naming new Health Centre: A new Health Centre was built in a Village in La Rioja with 6000 citizens, The boss of the Centre proposed that the citizens should name the centre
	Open 
	April 2005 to June 2005
	Public
	32 responses electronically

No results of paper based consultations
	Blended
	Unsuccessful In terms of electronic responses. 

	La Rioja
	Public holidays in La Rioja, Government allowing citizens to suggest alternate dates for public holidays that fall on Sundays.
	Open 
	May 2005 to June 2005
	Public 
	33 Electronic responses
	Blended 
	Unsuccessful

The Government met with Industrialists and Unions to decide.

	Galway 
	Internal Staff pilot in conjunction with the Workplace Partnership Committee.  The consultation consisted of a questionnaire with 33 questions relating to flexible working options.
	closed
	03/03/2006 to 17/03/2006
	Internal
	638 staff electronically targeted – 128 responses

820 staff paper based consult. – 40 responses
	blended
	successful

	Galway
	Internet & Broadband adoption: business component consultation Survey during eGalway week
	Targeted
	20/04/06 to 12/05/06
	100 local businesses
	16 electronic responses

8 paper responses
	blended
	Disappointing as reminders were sent to businesses on two occasions

	Galway
	Senior Management Group discussion forum, different utilisation of the ECONET system as it is only discussion forum that it been used.
	Targeted
	11/05/06 to 

Still open 
	SMG members
	3 topics discussed 

35 views of the posting 

2 replies
	Electronic
	

	Galway
	Consultation to community members on community forum activities and also to get feedback via the public on the usability of the site.
	Targeted
	21/07/06 to 28/07/2006
	7 community forum members
	Still open 
	Electronic
	


3.7 Project Management

3.7.11 Project management can be a useful tool in planning and implementing any I.T. system. Therefore, it is recommended that a project management tool is used when implementing and piloting an electronic consultation system.
3.7.12 The project management methodology used will vary according to each Local Authority. However, even something as simple as Microsoft Project (similar to the PRINCE 2 methodology) can assist in planning the implementation and piloting and ensuring that the project is completed on-time and within budget.

3.7.13 It must be noted that if significant delays occur in any project then the enthusiasm and will to implement the project will decrease.

Appendix 1
Suggested list of questions for a questionnaire aimed at capturing user experience of the Econet system.

a) Overall, did you find this system easy to use?

Possible answers: Yes or No

b) Would you use this system again in the future?

Possible answers: Yes or No

c) Did you use the multilingual options?

Possible answers: Yes or No

d) How easy did you find it to use this system to enter your responses to the questions?

Possible answers: Very Easy or Easy or Neither Easy nor Difficult or Difficult or Very Difficult
e) Did you register your details on this site or reply anonymously?

Possible answers: Registered or Anonymous
f) If there was one, did you look at the Discussion Group for the consultation?

Possible answers: Yes or No or N/A for not appropriate
g) If there was one, did you contribute to the Discussion Group?

Possible answers: Yes or No or N/A for not appropriate
h) If you took part in a discussion group how easy did you find it to use?

Possible answers: Very Easy or Easy or Neither Easy nor Difficult or Difficult or Very Difficult or N/A for not appropriate
i) Do you find this system slow or quick to respond?
Possible answers: Very slow.  Quite slow. Neither slow nor fast.  Quite fast.  Very fast.  

j) How did you find out about this site?
Possible Answers: Public Notice, Search Engine, Authority Website, Other
k) Why have you accessed this site today?
Possible Answers: to access a specific consultation or discussion OR for specific information OR General Information or Curiosity
l) Would you have participated in this Consultation if there had not been an online facility such as Econet to do so?
Possible answers: Yes, No, Don’t know.
m) Where are you accessing this site from?
Possible answers: Home, Place of Work, Internet Café, Public Internet Access Point e.g. Library
n) What operating system is on your PC?
Possible answers: XP, 2000, 9x, Linux, Don’t Know.
o) Have you any general comments about this site?
Text box.
p) How important was the subject matter of the consultation to you
Possible Answers: SCALE 1 to 5 very Important = 1, Not Very Important = 5
q) What could we do to improve this site?

Text Box
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