
Summary

East Renfrewshire Council held a four week consultation in 
November – December 2014, asking local residents to review 
saving proposals of around £17.6 million over the following 
3 years. The consultation was co-ordinated by the Corporate 
and Community Services team on behalf of several different 
departments within the council.

Over 600 responses were received and NVivo was used to 
describe and summarise the nature of these responses from a 
small set of very broad consultation questions.

Background

East Renfrewshire Council is required to make savings of 
£20 million over three years from 2015. To help achieve this, 
proposals were made for changes to services, council processes 
and systems and new working arrangements as well as changes 
to outsourcing of services.

The proposals included significant savings from all service areas, 
with each department contributing to close the gap.

Objectives

East Renfrewshire Council defined various objectives at the 
outset of the consultation:

• Understand what people were most interested in

• Identify the differences in the concerns of council staff 
compared to residents 

• Produce concise reports and provide visual representations 
of the responses

Dialogue Methods 

The council created an online consultation webpage, which was 
the primary source of responses to the consultation questions. 
The questions were open-ended and sought to explore 
residents’ feelings and views on the proposals, as well as 
capture any suggestions for alternatives residents might have. 

Although only a small number of questions were asked on the 
webpage, they were quite broad, and no limit was placed on the 
length of responses. This resulted in replies which could be up 
to 10 pages.

A deliberative event was also held, which attracted around 
100 attendees. The event focussed on four distinct discussion 
areas; Education, Community Health and Care Partnership, 
Environment and Community Services and Leisure and Culture

Those in attendance signed up to participate in a focus group on 
an area of their choice, where they could be informed about the 
proposed budget savings and offer their input. Feedback was 
recorded and a report on each of these sessions was collated 
to offer feedback to decision makers and the community. 

An online survey was distributed via the East Renfrewshire 
Council’s online consultation portal, with paper alternatives 
available for those preferring to comment offline. Over 600 
people responded with feedback on the proposals, and social 
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media generated large volumes of interest on two specific 
proposals – this data validated and reflected the findings of 
the formal consultation exercise and provided an additional 
snapshot of public sentiment.

Why NVivo?

The decision was taken to conduct the consultation in house 
as an end-to-end project. This was greatly preferable as it 
would allow for the detailed capture of information which 
could be analyzed and targeted to specific proposals within a 
small pool of essay response questions.

This being the case, a methodology had to be determined 
by the in-house team. The consultation was considered 
qualitative in character as it sought to understand the finer 
details of how residents felt about the proposals. As a result 
NVivo was deemed to be the most appropriate software, 
as a specialist package designed to handle rich qualitative 
data. This allowed themes and attitudes of residents to be 
modelled around each topic and proposal in the budget 
consultation, and provided leaders with a good awareness of 
what mattered most to residents. 

Benefits of using NVivo

Using NVivo, the consultation manager was able to identify 
areas of interest within groups and compare the concerns of 
different groups, for example council staff and residents. They 
could see that different points were important to different 
groups and were able to illustrate these differences in concise 
reports and pictorial form.

The ability to quickly extract information and write succinct 
reports from the software was seen as a major advantage 
of using NVivo, avoiding the need for lengthy documents or 
large volumes of paper to be submitted to councillors or 
other interested parties.

Through the process, various suggestions for alternatives to 
the proposals were identified and these were easily extracted 
and submitted to the relevant departments for consideration.

Any Freedom of Information requests can be responded to 
efficiently through the extraction of data from NVivo and 
evidence of the analysis of comments is documented. 

Measuring success

NVivo supported all the objectives set by the council and 
allowed them to meet and in some cases exceed their 
expectations. 

The need for a visual summary of the information was 
something the consultation managers were aware of at the 
outset of the consultation, NVivo’s visualization tools and 
models worked extremely well in meeting this requirement.

Conclusion

Although the consultation questions were very broad, 
they yielded very specific responses. The team at East 
Renfrewshire had great success in using NVivo for a 
sophisticated description and summary of the responses.

It proved useful in reporting and providing rigor and 
accountability in the case of scrutiny. NVivo will be used 
again for large-scale consultation projects which generate 
large volumes of responses, or potentially in smaller projects 
where retrieval of information and accountability is key.

For more information visit qsrinternational.com

“Using NVivo allows you to get 
underneath the comments. We 
were able to ask questions that 
identified how people really felt 
– we found the things that really 
mattered and the things they 
didn’t feel so strongly about.”


