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Summary
Discussion of evaluation in practice drawing upon evaluations of new modes of engagement by local authorities in waste strategy development and upon research for the Environment Agency on developing criteria of effectiveness
Accompanying the significant growth in attention to new modes of public engagement in S & T is an increasing desire to know ‘how to do it’ and ‘what works best’. However, we also need to understand ‘why it works or how it could work better’. In practice, evaluation is rarely undertaken effectively – a short questionnaire to participants to find out what they liked and did not like is common but insufficient. Many modes of engagement are initiated because of recognition that it is needed but with poor definition of objectives. Many new modes are being tested and evaluated in isolation – multiple methods of engagement are likely to be the most effective using traditional information provision and consultation techniques as well as more deliberative/discursive methods. 

Evaluation is challenging, requires resources to be spent, needs to start at the point of designing engagement not at its end, and may reveal problems that individuals would rather were not revealed!

Defining Effectiveness

Decision legitimation is usually the main spur to engagement. However, philosophical constructs of discursive and deliberative democracy demand a broader set of criteria concerned with the process itself not just the outcome. This raises questions of the value of generic criteria – these go against the view that evaluation questions should be framed in a way that enables exploration of characteristics that are particular to the method being used and hence to the decision-specific objectives.

Generic criteria that have been used: representativeness (and inclusivity)*; contribution to agenda and process design; engagement in dialogue and promotion of mutual understanding*; engagement of dissent and differences; challenging of experts*; reduction of misunderstanding and testing of authenticity of claims; making a difference to participants; enabling a consensus about recommendations and/or preferred decisions*; making a difference to decisions*; transparency of process and decision*.  * = particularly important.

No one engagement method is more effective than any other – all methods have advantages and disadvantages. It is essential to ‘fit method to purpose’. This requires definition of the objectives of the participants as well as the organisers. Participants usually stress the importance of having a real influence on the decision and being able to challenge expertise. Organisers tend to stress representation (sometimes confusing this with representativeness) and being seen to be open. Sometimes the traditional is still required – e.g. the public sometimes stress that public meetings are essential because they are open to everyone (evidence from a current project for the Environment Agency).

Evaluation and Engagement in Practice

Main problems in practice: designing engagement with no reference to what the public want; setting agenda and procedures with little public input (e.g. citizens juries); being focused on listening rather than responding; providing little leeway for the process to change in response to public questioning, concerns etc; not developing the definition of effectiveness in the context of the specific decision process and in discussion with the participants; focusing on the innovative method and forgetting the value and importance of the traditional; being unaware of, or not coordinating with, other participation activities.

Who should evaluate? – independence from process is key selection criteria. Evaluator must have understanding of the process as conducted. Evaluation should be a learning rather than judgemental process.

Who/what to evaluate – public participants; public non-participants and the wider community; experts; decision-makers; the impact on the decision/policy-making process 

Key outstanding issues for engagement – engaging those traditionally excluded; knowing when participation fatigue is imminent; understanding and testing the potential for new technologies; engaging people in the science itself, not just in the discussion of its outputs – the true ‘analytic-deliberative’ process.
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