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Executive Summary
In 2008 the Association for the Blind of WA, undertook a consultation process with key consumer stakeholder groups in order to identify critical issues of concern.  This was a Board endorsed initiative and resulted in highlighting the need for improved engagement options, strategies and practices with consumers of services from the Association.

In May 2009, the Association submitted a successful application for a 2009 Quality Systems Improvement Grant (Previously known as a Service Improvement Grant).  The submission proposed a multi-faceted project to explore the issue of client consultation and involvement in service planning and provision of feedback.
The resulting ‘Connections Project’ commenced officially in August 2009, beginning with a research and planning phase which took approximately four months and the establishment of a Reference Group to oversee the project and provide a measure of accountability and transparency.  A review of the literature was conducted during this research and planning phase exploring a range of research and methodologies which was then used to inform the processes adopted by the Connections Project.

Also during the research and planning stage, interviews were conducted with key management staff representing the range of the Association’s services and programs.  The focus of these interviews was to identify what consultative opportunities and measures had previously or were being used at the time by the Association to get a comprehensive picture of what has been tried, which methods have been used and how successful these efforts have been.

In researching a range of methodologies, both advantages and disadvantages were identified with each method.  It was widely acknowledged that approaching consultations via one or few consultative techniques would have less success in engaging broad geographical and demographic groups whereas the use of a range of methods used would effectively widen the scope of engagement.

Learnings from the review of the literature were used to identify and select the consultation techniques to be used.  A seven month consultation phase then followed which concluded in June 2010.  The consultation strategy included the following five key methods.

· Community consultations

· State-wide survey

· Telephone survey

· Key informant interview

· Conference call consultation

The ‘Connections Project Questions Framework’ was developed to identify five key concept categories which in turn shaped the questions asked of people participating in the ‘Connections Project’.  The key concept categories were ‘Perception’, ‘Satisfaction’, ‘Information required’, ‘Future’ and ‘Empowerment’.  All of the 12 key questions subsequently developed addressed these categories and were used throughout the course of the project.
The consultation phase commenced with a series of community consultations held State-wide.  Eight community consultations were conducted, four in the metro area and four in regional areas, these being Bunbury, Kalgoorlie, Albany and Geraldton.  In total, approximately 100 people participated in the consultations.

Consideration was given to the timing of each event to capitalise on existing group connections and engagement of specific group demographics.  Consultations were held on days and times when existing groups of people would already be at the venue of each consultation with a view to reducing transport barriers and clashes with people’s personal timetables.

The State-wide survey was sent to approximately 4000 people, predominantly current members, along with some organisations and previous members.  The State-wide survey was available in a range of formats including large print, Braille and audio transcript, the option of completing the survey via phone interview, an online survey form and downloadable survey document files accessible from the Association’s website.  Reply paid, return addressed envelopes accompanied each survey with a view to minimising any expense, confusion and effort on behalf of respondents. 
The telephone survey was a consultative initiative purposefully aimed at connecting with and seeking feedback from disengaged clients.  A total of 95 ‘previously active clients’ were randomly selected and sent an introductory letter advising them of the Association’s interest in interviewing them in relation to the ‘Connections Project’.  Individual phone contact was then attempted with each person resulting in 25% participation.  50% of people were not able to be contacted due to change of address, outdated phone contacts or people having deceased.
A series of informal key informant consultations were conducted regarding the engagement of Aboriginal people, communities and service providers.  Three people were consulted, each with extensive personal and/or professional experience relating to Aboriginal culture and connection with Aboriginal communities and service providers.
Concluding the consultation phase was a conference call consultation with the Diabetes Tele-link group.  Six participants were consulted, two from regional areas and four from Perth and surrounding areas.
In total, 456 people were recorded as having contributed to the full range of consultations conducted.  This represents over 10% of the total membership of the Association.
Significant observations were made regarding the demographic breakdown of respondents.
· Eighty percent of State-wide and phone survey respondents were over the age of 60.
· Teens to adults 45 years of age represented only 7% of survey respondents.
· Approximately 60% of survey respondents were female.
· Seventy two percent of survey respondents identified that they did not desire involvement in future consultations or feedback provision.
· Approximately 92% of survey responses were favourable regarding respondents’ ‘Perception of the Association’.
· Approximately 22% of survey respondents were unsure or did not know the process for providing their feedback.
· Interest in personalised or face to face engagement opportunities attracted approximately 40% of responses. 

· Interest in engagement opportunities via the use of technology attracted approximately 31% of responses.
Due to the informal, discussion based approach to the consultations and the use of some open ended questions in the surveys, a significant amount of feedback received was qualitative in nature.  This oral and free text feedback has been analysed by theme and results from all of the methods of consultation conducted.  The following 12 themes emerged as the matters of most interest to participants:

· Aids and equipment

· Assistive technology

· Association related information, perceptions and sentiments

· Children and youth matters

· Communications and information

· Employment and training services

· Guide Dog services

· Interagency communication and information provision

· Library services

· Peer connection

· Regional matters

· Transport / distance

Thirty three recommendations have emerged from analysis of the direct feedback received during the course of the project.  The recommendations are proposed with a view to improving the Association’s practices, systems and service approach.  They fall within the following areas:
1. Consultation and engagement  (7 recommendations)

2. Access to and development of printed information  (8 recommendations)

3. Website and technology development /services  (5 recommendations)

4. Rural and remote matters  (4 recommendations)

5. Connection with and engagement of Aboriginal people and communities
(4 recommendations)
6. Association policy and procedure  (5 recommendations)
The ‘Connections Project’, which has spanned one year, has been the single largest consultation undertaken by the Association in its 97 year history.  Every effort was made to reach and engage the widest range of people possible, from current clients and members to past clients and members, metro residents to rural residents, people from varying culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds and representatives of Aboriginal Australians.

‘Participation’ is most embodied when client contributions to consultations/communications have tangible influence over decision making and when feedback is responded to participants about how their input has affected the decisions made.
This process has been thorough and sincere, and the commitment by Association staff and those who participated has resulted in a rich source of information which will be profoundly useful in the Association’s service planning and ongoing engagement of clients.

The Association for the Blind of WA is eager to establish itself as a leading community focussed organisation which actively seeks and responds to member involvement and feedback.  It is expected that this focus will serve to strengthen members’ trust towards and value of the organisation, and engender a mutual respect between the people we serve and Association staff.
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