_featu re

Simon Danczuk

The jury’s out
On user consultation

Despite the talk, are services really getting to the crux of consulta-
tion? Or do most ‘satisfaction studies’, suggestion boxes and
surveys just pay lip service to users? A citizens’ jury is one way to

ensure engagement.

here’s been much talk in

recent times of consulting,

involving and empowering
drug users so that they influence drug
treatment services for the better. One
method that is often held up as good
practice in consultation is Lewi-
sham'’s citizens’ jury, which asked
residents about drugs and commu-
nity safety. Vision 21 used a similar
process with drug users to examine
drugs services.

Experience showed that a jury
would be a good way of gathering in-
depth information, be educative for
those involved, would show the
wider drug-using population that
their own kind were being consulted,
and would generate strong policy
recommendations.

[t was a bit different for us to be
picking citizens purely from a drug
using population and this jury was
not without its challenges. A major
problem was how to reconcile the
need for an intensive, seven-day
programme of debate and delibera-
tion, with the need for 15 drug users
to get supplies of drugs.

Fortunately Vision 21 staff had
experience of working with drug
users, so were able to tailor a
programime to get over the practical
and cultural difficulties faced by the

jury members and us.

Citizens’ jury

Citizens' juries involve an inde-
pendent team bringing together
around 15 representative members of
a population to consider evidence on
a specified issue. The team then
provides witnesses to cross-examine,
assists the jurors in deliberation and

helps them with their conclusions
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and recommendations.

As usual we chose the issue for the
jury to work on, ensured the jurors
were representative, and made sure
that they took a broad view of the
issue when deliberating, rather than
a personal one.

Most juries run for three or four
days, but our experience with this
group indicated that more days were
required. We built in additional days
for role-play, which included
opportunities for jurors to get to
know each other, learn to work
together, to practise questioning
witnesses, and share their experi-
ences of service provision.

The extra days and role-play proved
crucial - many of the jurors were
worried about speaking in public,
some were overly vocal and many
wanted to rehearse their approach to
cross-examining witnesses.

Then there was the question of the
length of the days. Although ours
lasted from 10am to 4pm, with one
hour for lunch and plenty of breaks,
some users did wilt early on in the
process until they got into a routine.
Some also found it difficult to find
time to find drugs and sort out
personal problems.

Next time we involve users, we will
probahly start each day with a ‘soft’
option that is not so critical to the
process. Our seven-day programine
ran consecutively to retain momen-
tum, but another option would be to
stagger the days to alleviate the
intensity.

Mike Trace, Howard Parker and
Brian Iddon MP were among the
witnesses to give evidence to jurors. A
good mix of speakers and authorita-
tive witnesses are vital if jurors are to

feel confident that their commitment

is meaningful and the process is
balanced.

Whatever the issue under consid-
eration it is important to broaden
juror’s experience and understand-
ing.

Devising an imaginative pro-
gramme encouraged jurors to think
freshly about how services may be
changed. In our case using role-play,
watching movie portrayals of drug
use and visiting private drugs services
proved crucial to help with delibera-
tion.

It has become clear that user
consultation is not optional
anymore. SCODA’s Good practice in
local treatment planning suggested
some good methods and advice for
user involvement, but all too often
services are not getting it right or
going far enough.'

The APA’'s 1998 study stated: ‘Our
survey conclusively demonstrates that
service user consultation is not
working? Many of the reports,
surveys and in-house monitoring
processes, with some exceptions of
good practice, do appear a little ropey.
Yet our experience shows it is possible
— cost effective and, with a little
imagination and an experienced
team - to use a citizens’ jury to get
more robust research results. The
added bonus is increased understand-
ing and involvement of drug users
themselves.

So, when Drug Action Teams,
DRGs and drug services are scram-
bling around to try and meet the
latest targets it may be worth
considering a citizens’ jury of drug
users to help them to identify how
exactly you are going to meet targets
with which you are having
difficuities H
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