Communication/Information Techniques


Informative

	Technique
	Description
	Advantages
	Disadvantages

	Leaflets/brochures
	Written material used to convey information.
	Can potentially reach a wide audience, or be targeted towards particular groups
	Information may not be readily understood and may be misinterpreted. May be treated as junk mail.

	Newsletters
	Written material used to convey information that may involve a series of publications.
	Ongoing contact, information can be updates. A flexible form of publicity that can be designed to address the changing needs of the audience. Good potential for feedback.
	Not everyone will read a newsletter (particularly important to note if trying to communicate detailed information).

	Exhibitions/displays (unmanned)
	Exhibits/displays set up in public areas to convey information.
	People can view the displays at a convenient time and at their leisure. Graphic representations, if used, can help people to visualise proposals.
	Information may not be fully understood or may be misinterpreted. No staff available to respond to questions/receive comments.

	Advertising
	Advertisement placed to announce proposals, arrangements for meetings or other activities.
	Depending on the circulation of the publication, the advert could potentially reach a large audience.
	The information will only reach those who read the publication in which the advert is placed. Only limited information can be presented.

	Local newspapers
	An article published in a local newspaper to convey information about a proposed activity.
	A potentially cheap form of publicity and often effective means of reaching a local audience.
	Circulation may be limited. There may also be problems with misinterpretation of information.

	National newspapers
	An article published in a national newspaper to convey information about a proposed activity.
	Potential to reach a very large audience.
	Unless an activity has gained a significant profile it may not be of sufficient interest to national press. The audience may also be restricted to particular sector.

	Television and Radio
	Use of television and radio to convey information about a proposed activity.
	TV and radio have a potentially large audience. People may be more likely to watch or listen to a broadcast than read leaflets and brochures.
	Broadcasts alone may be insufficient, further information may need to be made available. Relatively expensive.

	Video/DVD
	Production of video to convey information, may incorporate computer graphics and other images
	Under the control of the producer. Can be watched at viewers convenience.
	Can be perceived as biased. Relatively expensive top produce if the final product is to look professional and credible.

	Site visits/ meetings
	Organised case studies through site oriented meetings to provide first-hand experience of a particular activity and the issues involved.
	Issues brought to life through real examples.
	Often difficult to identify a site which replicates all issues. Not suitable for larger groups of people.


Informative/consultative techniques

	Technique
	Description
	Advantages
	Disadvantages

	Exhibits/displays      (manned)
	Exhibits or displays set up in public areas to convey information and staffed by specialists who can provide information, answer questions and receive comments.
	People can view the displays at a convenient time and at their leisure. Graphic representations, if used, can help people visualise proposals. One to one contact can be achieved.
	Requires a major commitment of staff time. Not always well-attended and may therefore only attract a small proportion of third parties.

	Staffed telephone lines
	A telephone number for people to call to obtain information, ask questions or make comments about proposals or issues.
	A convenient way of receiving comments from interested parties. Not intimidating, therefore easier for people to participate and provide comments. Promotes a feeling of accessibility.
	Discussions over the telephone may not be as good as face to face. Operating staff may not have sufficient technical knowledge at hand to respond to questions.

	Internet
	A web-site on the Internet used to provide information or invite feedback. Care should be taken to keep information up to date. More interactive forms of participation on the Internet may be developed e.g. on-line forums and discussion groups.
	The audience is potentially global. Costs are reduced as no printing or postage costs are incurred. A convenient method of participation for those with Internet access.
	Not all interested parties will have access to the Internet. Alternative means of information will also be required.

	Public meetings
	A formal gathering of interested and affected parties to present and exchange information and views on a proposal.
	If run well, can provide a useful way of meeting other stakeholders. Demonstrates that the proponent is willing to meet with other interested parties.
	Whilst appearing simple, can be one of the most complex and unpredictable methods. Public meetings can be intimidating and may be hi-jacked by interest groups or vocal individuals. May result in poor consultation.

	Surveys, Interviews & Questionnaires
	Encompasses a range of techniques for obtaining information and opinions. May be self-administered, conducted face-to-face, by post, over the telephone or via the Internet.
	Can gather information from people who would not attend public meetings or become involved in other activities. Confidential surveys may result in more candid responses where difficult issues are being discussed. Can be used to easily identify existing situation.
	Surveys can have poor response rate. Responses may not be reflective of everyone’s opinions and may only relate to the time of answering. Designing an effective questionnaire can be costly and effective delivery time-consuming.

	Workshops
	Meetings for a limited number of participants, which can be used to provide background information, discuss issues and gain feedback on concerns and priorities.
	Can provide a more open exchange of ideas and facilitate mutual understanding. Useful for dealing with complex, technical issues as they allow more time for explanation and discussion. Can be targeted at specific stakeholder groups.
	To be most effective, only a small number of people can participate. There is therefore a risk that a full range of interests are not effectively represented.


Consultative/decisional
	Technique
	Description
	Advantages
	Disadvantages

	Focus groups/ forums
	A meeting of invited participants designed to gauge the response to proposed actions and gain a detailed understanding of people’s attitudes, values and priorities.
	Provides a quick means of gauging what public reaction to a proposal is likely to be.
	Selection of group members may exclude some sectors of the community. Groups require facilitation and, as a series of groups may be required, can be time-consuming.

	Open-house
	Interested parties are encouraged to visit a designated location e.g. at a site or operational building, on an informal basis to find out about a proposal and provide feedback.
	An effective way of informing the public and other interested parties. People can visit at a convenient time, view materials and ask questions as necessary.
	Preparation for and staffing of the open house may require considerable resources.

	Community Advisory/Liaison Groups
	Small groups of people representing particular interests or areas of expertise e.g. community leaders meet to discuss issues of concern and provide an informed input.
	Can consider issues in detail and highlight the decision-making process and the complexities involved. Also enables more targeted and relevant discussions. Promotes a feeling of trust.
	Not all interests may be represented at each group. Requires significant commitment from participants. A longer term process requiring more resources than some other methods.

	Planning for Real
	A community model is made prior to the exercise to identify problems and issues and generate ideas and priorities through group working. Can be used to identify broader community aspirations.
	Allows the community to take control and set the agenda and is accessible to all. Can also be used to help communities understand complex decisions and the dilemmas faced.
	Community needs to be aware of the constraints. Models must relate to the real world. It is important to state how the outputs will be used - is it a simulation or will decisions stand?

	Citizen’s Juries
	A group of citizens selected to be representative of the community brought together to consider a particular issue. Evidence is received from expert witnesses and cross-questioning can occur. 
	Can consider issues in detail in a relatively short period of time.
	Not all interests may be represented as those seeking to be involved may have own agenda. Limited timescale may limit time to fully consider information. Requires significant commitment from participants.

	Consensus Conference
	A forum at which a citizen’s panel, selected from the general public, questions ‘experts’ on a particular topic, assesses responses , discusses the issues raised and reports its conclusions
	Can provide a unique insight into the ways in which issues are perceived by members of the public. Suited to dealing with controversial issues of public concern.
	Not all interests may be represented. Limited time-scale for consideration of issues. Requires significant commitment from participants.

	Visioning
	A technique for developing a shared vision of a desirable future for a local community.
	Develops a common view. Allows participants to express aspirations - they are involved in ideas generation not just consultation on pre-decided options. Promotes trust and sense of purpose.
	Lack of control over the outcome. Needs to be used in the early stages of the decision-making process to allow scoping to be of value. People can find it difficult to contribute to a ‘blank sheet’.
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