Is it right for Government departments to outsource consultation analysis?

I ask this because (as those who have followed this issue closely will have already worked out) the Department of Health chose last year to outsource its work on the several thousand consultation responses received on its Future of Tobacco Control paper, which included the proposal to ban tobacco display.  Today I’m going to see the Public Health Minister Gillian Merron to discuss the tobacco display ban.  I doubt that we’ll spend much time on the intricacies of consultation analysis, and I hope we’ll get into the detail of the evidence (or lack of it) for a display ban and the costs for retailers.  But while reviewing the history of this issue in preparation for the meeting, the detail that officials chose to ask an outside agency to review consultation responses came to light again.

I suppose the logic for this decision goes like this: there are lots of responses, limited resources, and if you employed enough people to analyse this volume of work all year round, tax payers wouldn’t be very happy at the costs incurred.  Also, those of us who have been fortunate enough to have recently been taught social science research methods, must acknowledge that analysis in this discipline is becoming more sophisticated, backed by ever more powerful software that allows a clearer quantitative reading of the information submitted.

I also see significant downsides to this approach.  How does this analysis give proper weight to different responses, especially when the Department of Health reveals the outcome of the consultation in terms of votes in favour and votes against?  The thousands of postcards sent in via health groups would have counted as one vote each, just as our 40-odd page submission would have counted as one vote.  

And surely there is some sort of hierarchy of legitimacy in the arguments being made.  Our submission argued in detail that the evidence of health benefits was flawed and we showed how the three key evidence sources quoted by the Government did not actually support a display ban.  (For fans of detail, these were: 1. The Wakefield study (named after the academic who did it, not the town in Yorkshire) did not as suggested show that banning display affected young people’s likelihood to smoke; 2. The California study which looked at the combined  impact on youth smoking of all forms of in store tobacco marketing (which are now banned in the UK) but didn’t look at the impact of display, so DH arbitrarily guessed at the impact of display; 3. The evidence of a decline in smoking in Iceland over an eight year period, when actually the first six of those years were before a display ban was implemented).  We also gave detailed analysis of costs for retailers and urged the Government to adopt a proper strategy on tobacco control rather than focusing on this unproven measure.

Whether or not you agreed with our submission, it had to have greater weight than a postcard.  Of course we want to see a particular outcome from this debate, because it’s our job to support our members’ interests.  But the real shame is that without proper analysis of the evidence, including a fair analysis of consultation responses, the Government won’t get the right outcome to meet its health objectives.  So what if the Government introduce a display ban, if years down the line it turns out to have no impact on youth smoking?  At the very least, taking a proper look at the evidence from the start might have helped.

