Appendix B - Guidance on undertaking policy reviews

Over the years, Hillingdon’s overview and scrutiny committees have undertaken successful in-
depth reviews of Council services and policies. This has resulted in a number of positive changes
locally, with some also affecting policy at a national level. Such committees engage Councillors
in a wide range of Council activity and build a greater understanding about service provision to
residents.

Policy reviews generally seek to:

1. Address a [significant] matter affecting the Borough
2. Seek to improve the delivery and/or efficiency of local services
3. Consider changes to policies or procedures to improve outcomes to residents/users

REVIEW PHASES

The typical phases of a review are as follows and set out further below:

Selection of topic

Scoping the review / setting out objectives

Witness & evidence stage (this is the main activity)

Findings and Draft recommendations (possible early report draft)

Final report approved by Committee

Referred to Cabinet for consideration

Monitoring the implementation of recommendations once approved / amended
by Cabinet at meetings, i.e. in six months
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1. Selection of topic

It is always best to sound out and check the feasibility of potential review topics early on, as there
will be lots of ideas coming forward and often knowing what topic will add most value will be
difficult to gauge at this stage. It is important not to generalise, e.g. a review into waste services.

It may also not be known whether a topic is currently under review by the Cabinet or Council
officers or part of a planned service transformation in due course. All of this and other factors
need to be investigated and in particular, any duplication of review activity should not take place.

Whilst most policy reviews last a number of months, not all policy review ideas will suit this and
may benefit from a single meeting review. It really depends on the scope of the review. If very
narrow, i.e. a particular service policy, then a single meeting review may suffice. If a review seeks
to look at an entire way a service operates then a number of months may be required to ensure
you can undertake all your witness sessions and secure the necessary evidence and information
before you formulate your findings.

Ideas for review topics can come from a number of sources including:

Committee Members

Cabinet Members

Council officers

External partners/ organisations
Residents

Ombudsman findings

When Councillors or the Committee itself considers a potential review topic, it is recommended
running it through the Scrutiny Topic Scorecard (see Annex A). This gives you the opportunity to
‘score’ topics based upon their impacts under the following criteria:



Resident focused Influence Achievable

Correct remit New Wider support
Drives Drives National impact
improvement transformation and
efficiency

Another way to consider a potential review topic, is to add this as an information item at an
upcoming meeting on your work programme, to probe the matter further with Council officers and
ascertain whether it merits a fuller review — again perhaps running it through the Scorecard above.

It is strongly advised that one review topic is undertaken at any one time, given resources.
2. Scoping report

Once a topic is agreed upon by the Committee, then officers will prepare a scoping report setting
out the objectives of the review for your consideration. The scoping report will show how the
review can be timetabled and structured, i.e. through themed witness sessions, along with details
of potential withnesses and other contextual information to get the review started, e.g. lines of
enquiry or questioning of witnesses.

The scoping report is a ‘live’ document owned by the Committee. Should the review’'s focus
change mid-review, then the scoping document and its objectives can be adapted.

3. Witness and evidence stage

Ultimately, the Committee’s efforts are at their best when external witnesses and residents
participate, adding value to intelligence gathering and findings. In support of this, Committees
have undertaken a variety of both formal and informal activity “in meetings” and “outside
meetings”. It is important to pull together a broad evidence based for any potential findings later
on. Additionally, the ability for Councillors to bring their ‘local’ insight is highly valuable. Activities
the Committee can undertake include:

Surveys/ social media

Promotion of review to seek views

Invite the relevant Cabinet Member to attend for their views

Question key council officers

Hold informal workshops

Networking events, e.g. with partners

Have closed meetings, i.e. confidential, such as social care clients
Commission reports from council officers / externally

Request data and intelligence on the topic

Visits to other local authorities

Undertake site visits within the Borough or council facilities

Appoint experts or advisors to join the Committee throughout its review
Selecting the best range of witnesses to get a real user / resident perspectives
Invite national experts in their field

Whilst information will be provided to Councillors, it may be helpful when preparing for this stage
of a review, that Councillors:

e Prepare their draft questions for each witness in advance;
e Read a witness bio or find out more about their organisation;
e Do their own additional research on the topic - you may find something officers don’t!



e Use their network of councillors in other local authorities to seek views;
e Tell residents at Surgeries / Ward Walks about your review, get their thoughts.

4. Findings and draft recommendations & 5. Final Report

After hearing from witnesses and receiving evidence, the Committee then will meet to pull
together all the information and shape its collective findings, i.e. what needs to be improved or
changed as a result.

The Committee will form ‘draft’ recommendations from this, which consistent with the Protocol on
Cabinet and Scrutiny Relations, are usually shared with the Cabinet Member for their feedback
and valuable insight.

In developing any recommendation, the Committee should bear in mind the following:

Meet the initial aims / objectives of the review

Be SMART, Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Relevant, Time-bound

Not be a short-term fix, but a lasting outcome

Consider the financial aspect, e.g. cost neutral, provide savings or if at a cost, then

affordable — and if possible aligned with the MTFF (budget planning process)

Be based on a broad evidence base as possible and ‘user or resident’ insight

e Not create additional bureaucracy, e.g. if it relates to a policy, then to seek to review or
amend existing policies (unless there is an absolute imperative for a new policy)

e If publicity or wider engagement or education is recommended, to target such
communications as best as possible rather than generally

e Consider ‘conclusions’ as well as any specific recommendations.

Around this time, the Democratic Services Officer supporting the Committee will advise further on
findings and drafting recommendations. Throughout this process, their role is critical to the
Committee, to guide Members and secure the information and any witness activity that Members
wish to undertake. They also work with the Chairman to bring the final draft report for the
Committee to approve before it is scheduled to Cabinet.

6. Referred to Cabinet & 7. Monitoring of recommendations

The Committee’s report will be shared with the Leader and Cabinet Member and scheduled to a
Cabinet meeting as soon as possible. There is a legal requirement for any such report to be
considered by the Cabinet.

Should Cabinet approve the Committee’s recommendations, then they become official policy and
officers are charged with implementing them.

A post report review is undertaken in say 6 months or a years’ time to see how the Committee’s
recommendations have been implemented. This is scheduled on your work programme.



