Annex 4
JOB DESCRIPTION AND KEY SKILLS FOR MEMBERS

1.  This section draws together Job Descriptions for the Chairman and Members of OSCOM, and gives advice about the key skills that Overview and Scrutiny requires, with a brief guide on some of the most important.  Training is available if required.  Please contact the Committee Section for more information.  

2.
Chairing OSCOM

The Chairman has a different role in Overview and Scrutiny Committees from the traditional style of meetings.  The Chairman needs to be clear about the purpose of the meeting and ensure that Members are also aware.  S/he also needs to keep in mind the protocols for Overview and Scrutiny, especially in relation to questioning people at meetings, and the preparation for meeting people.  Specialist training for Overview and Scrutiny chairmen is available. 

The Role of Scrutiny Chairman 

· The Chairman is proactive and creative. 

· The Chairman is responsible for ensuring a proper understanding of the topic, and for ensuring the Committee works effectively and efficiently.  S/he continually reviews the working of the Committee. 

· The Chairman stimulates debate and ensures that Committee Members participate. 

· The Chairman considers what background information or research might be required, who might be invited to give evidence, what questions might be asked, and the frequency and location of meetings.  Officer support and advice is available. 

· The Chairman ensures that people giving evidence are briefed, and that they are aware that their evidence will be made public unless they ask for confidentiality to be considered. 

· The Chairman ensures that Officers understand that they are giving evidence, not presenting formal recommendations for implementation or action.  Officer presentations reflect this. 

· The Chairman considers informal invitations to the Leader, Cabinet Members, and relevant Officers to sit in on meetings as observers even if they have not been called to give evidence. 

· The Chairman ensures that the Committee does not become confrontational or adversarial with people giving evidence.  Overview and Scrutiny is about understanding the issues and recommending improvements, not about confrontation or blame. 

· The Chairman encourages the Committee to reach a consensus on the recommendations, which should clearly reflect the work undertaken and the spread of views expressed. 

· Clear recommendations are presented that don't simply recommend more expenditure without real justification.  The Chairman is responsible for producing an Annual OSCOM Letter to Council.  Minutes from the meetings act as background along with other evidence considered.  The Chairman works closely with the Officers over the content of the final report and is selective as to what is included.  Officers can offer advice on presentation and format. 

· The Chairman presents the Annual OSCOM Letter to Council.

The role of the Chairman of the Committee is a key position in ensuring that Overview and Scrutiny is effective and will involve: 

Providing leadership to the Committee by: 

· Keeping it focussed and 'on track' in pursuit of its priorities. 

· Building good working relationships with Cabinet Members and Senior Officers, through securing their engagement in discussions about the Work Programme and keeping them informed of progress in carrying this out. 

Preparation for the meeting: 


The Chairman must have:

· Knowledge of the terms of reference of the Committee and the area covered, and

· Knowledge of the Members and the advisory Members.

Opening the meeting: 

· Start the meeting on time.

· Welcome those attending, and clarify roles and responsibilities.

· Create a powerful first impression: gain commitment to the agenda, and focus on what the meeting must achieve. 

· Establish ground rules and enforce them. 

· Agree when the meeting will end (experience shows that meetings should not normally last more than 2 hours). 

Managing the business: 

· Ensure agenda items are not too heavy and are discussed in a logical, structured way. 

· Avoid becoming personally involved, concentrating on managing the process. 

· Manage time to ensure that agenda items receive the appropriate level of discussion. 

· Manage personalities, making sure everybody has a chance to speak.

· Handle conflict positively to channel energy or commitment. 

· Summarise to confirm agreement and ownership of actions/decisions/important points. At key stages, refocus discussions. 

Closing the meeting: 

· Clarify how outstanding issues will be resolved.

· Confirm arrangements for follow-up documentation.

· Agree details for the next meeting.

· Ending on a positive note, thank everyone for his or her contribution.

Post-meeting follow up: 

· Review the effectiveness of the meeting.

· Identify opportunities for improvement.

· Review the action points - developing implementation plans.

· Actively follow up progress on action points with those who accepted ownership.

· Ensure key people are kept informed of progress, maintaining their support.

3.
The Role of Committee Members 

The role of a Committee Member will involve some or all of the following activities: 

· Agreeing a manageable Work Programme with other Members of the Committee. 

· Receiving and examining information regarding service areas. 

· Monitoring the performance of services, including participating in best-value reviews as appropriate. 

· Taking an active role in reviews, which could include research, site visits, questioning contributors and developing SMART recommendations. 

· Participating in working groups set up to develop policy or practice in specific areas or to scrutinise particular services or practices in detail. 

· Ensuring that the principles of equality and fairness are integral to all actions and policies of the Council. 

· Holding Cabinet Members and Senior Officers to account and ensuring that agreed decision making and consultation processes are followed in respect of decisions. 

· Taking a full part in training and development programmes to ensure that this role is undertaken as effectively as possible. 

4.
Questioning Technique 

Most questions are either open or closed. Both have their uses, but open questions will gather more information. 

Open Questions 

These are the type of questions that encourage the contributor/respondent to provide information and detail.  They are usually the 'who, what, why, when, where and how' type of questions. 

Table 1 Examples of Open Questions 

	Purpose 
	Examples

	To establish rapport
	Introductory questions to put respondent/contributor at ease 



	To show interest and encouragement
	“and then?...” 

“I see…” 

“That’s interesting” 


	To seek further information
	“why?” 

“why not?” 

comparison 

explain further 

hypothetical (not ideal for evidence-based working) 

	To explore in detail
	“how do you feel about…?” 

“What do you think about…?” 

“To what extent do you feel/think…?”

	To make sure you’ve understood
	“As I understand it…” 

“So what you are saying is…” 


Closed questions 

These tend to be very focussed on gaining specific information, such as: 

· 'how many?', 

· 'how long?', 

An open question would be: "Tell me about your holiday" 

A closed question would be: "Where did you go on holiday?" 

Most people will add information to a closed question, but it may not be the information you want. 

Be careful to avoid: 

· Leading questions – “You must admit that…”, or “Isn't it a fact that…”
· Several questions in one - this will confuse the respondent, and you may not get all the answers. 

· Ambiguous questions - these are very broad and unfocussed, leaving the respondent unsure what is being asked.

· Rhetorical questions - don't answer your own questions!

· Discriminatory questions - this is where an assumption is made, or the question may suggest the questioner is judging the answer and therefore the respondent, e.g. in a job interview, asking “When do you intend to start a family?” is discriminatory. 

Given the need to think carefully about questions, it can be useful to plan what you want to ask, either as individuals or as a Committee, prior to a meeting.  This does not have to be exclusive or exhaustive, but can be a useful framework to ensure you get all the information you need for your review / investigation. 

It is also important to consider how non-verbal communication can affect a respondent.  For example, asking a question but then looking away could suggest to the respondent that you are not actually interested in their answer. 

Be clear, relevant, concise and open in your questions.  Avoid using jargon or acronyms.  Think about the order of questions, to put the respondent at ease, and to find out more basic information before getting into detail. 

Tips for Effective Questioning 

· Keep questions short, simple and succinct - think through the aim or purpose of the question, and what you want to find out. 

· Plan your questions to structure the inquiry and make sure you get the information needed. 

· Use different types of questions. 

· Use questions that draw out as much information as possible - not that reinforce your own views. 

· Plan the questions to start with open questions, then ask for more detail later. 

· You can be searching, but avoid appearing argumentative or critical. 

· Make sure you are clear and concise. 

· Build on the work of other Members. 

· Ask for clarification if you have not understood something (chances are that you are not the only one).

· Don't ask questions designed to show how much you know.

Tips for Effective Listening 

· Be prepared to work hard at listening - try to concentrate on the speaker and not become distracted.  Don't give up on difficult material, but work at understanding. 

· Demonstrate interest and involvement - don't fiddle with pens etc., don't interrupt, and keep an open and relaxed posture. 

· Do withhold judgment and evaluation until the speaker has finished - don't jump to conclusions. 

· Judge content, not delivery - concentrate on the information, rather than the manner of delivery. 

· Listen for ideas and overarching themes - avoid focussing on individual facts. 

· Keep an open mind - don't debate, or react to controversial ideas.  Don't listen selectively to only those points you agree with. 

· Note bias, both in the contributors, and in yourself. 

· Don't fill the silence - allow speakers to develop their comments, and let people use brief silences to think about their answers. 

· Help speakers get their point across - let them know how much information is needed. 

· Clarify and summarise - ask speakers to check that you have grasped what they have said, and admit if you failed to catch something.

5.
Research Methods 

Members need to familiarise themselves with the different research methods available to them, and the benefits and limitations of each type.  They can be broken down into two groups: quantitative (statistics) and qualitative (interpretation of information).  The table below lists some of the commonest types of research used in Overview and Scrutiny, the type of information that can be gathered, and the benefits and limitations of each one. 

Whatever the review, often more that one technique will be used.  Committees need to think about the most suitable and most cost-effective. The Officers supporting the Scrutiny process will be able to advise on this. 

Table 2 Research Methods

	Type of Research 
	When to use it 
	Benefits/Limitations 

	Statistical methods (Quantitative) 
	For looking at large quantities of numerical data.  For example, how many people own one car or more, which can be broken down by age, gender, area, economic indicators etc.  One of the most familiar forms of this type of research is the Census. 
	Requires specialist knowledge to produce meaningful results.  Only suitable if large quantity of data is available to analyse or else the results are not robust. 



	Questionnaires (Qualitative) 
	When looking for views of lots of people about a subject.  Useful for a quick response and reaching many people. 
	Questions should be carefully thought through.  If asking questions that require a detailed response, coding and analysing results will take time.  It is also difficult to prove that the questionnaire is representative of the population as a whole.  Use of the Citizens Panel is recommended. It can be costly and time-consuming to produce a useful questionnaire. 

	Focus Groups (Qualitative)
	When looking for opinions and views about issues from particular groups
	This is a very popular method, but must be carefully carried out to ensure robust results.  It is resource and time intensive.  Results will not necessarily be representative, but can be very informative.  Requires training in convening, carrying out and analysing. 

	Mystery Shopper (Qualitative)
	For a random check on a service e.g. response to a query.
	This can be a great ‘quick-hit’ tool, and easy to carry out.  It can highlight areas that might need more detailed analysis. 

	Desk- based/archival research 
	To seek out other research and reports available. 
	This is often done at the first stage of a review, and will look for relevant reports etc published about the topic.  It is most productive if the results are summarised and annotated for their value e.g. bias of authors, date when produced. 


	Ask the experts
	To inform the review 
	Committees may find it useful to use experts to contribute to the review, either through questions in a meeting, or as co-opted Members to ask more specialist questions and analyse detailed complex evidence.  It is important to select the experts with care. 




OVERVIEW & SCRUTINY CHECKLIST

SOME DO'S AND DON'TS

Do’s

· Remember the 'critical friend' role, and take a positive approach. 

· Take an overview and keep an eye on the wider picture. 

· Check performance against national and local standards and targets. 

· Ask informed questions based on what you have learned. 

· Take account of local needs, priorities and policies. 

· Be persistent and inquisitive. 

· Ask effective questions. 

· Be open-minded. 

· Listen to a wide variety of views, and seek out opinions not often heard. 

· Praise success and good practice. 

· Think about consequences of challenge. 

· Review your own performance. 

· Seek improvement and enhanced performance. 

· Provide feedback to those who have been involved in the review and to stakeholders. 

· Anticipate difficulties in Members challenging colleagues from their own party and Officers challenging their colleagues. 

· Ensure that a consensus view is reached before accepting items for the Work Programme.

Don’ts

· Overview and Scrutiny should not be a witch-hunt or punishment.

· Party politics should not dominate.

· Don’t stifle initiative, risk-taking or creativity.

· Don’t dismiss Overview and Scrutiny or treat it as a sideline.

· Don’t get tangled up in detail.

· Don’t assume everyone knows the details.

· Don’t get sidetracked.

· Don’t take overlong on one review.

· Don’t be afraid of failure - it can provide valuable lessons for improvement.

· Don’t be frightened of asking basic questions.

· Don’t undertake too many issues in insufficient depth.

· Don’t start without a clear brief and remit.

· Don’t underestimate the task.

· Don’t lack sensitivity towards other stakeholders.

· Don’t succumb to organisational inertia.

· Don’t accept reports or presentations that don't get straight to the point.
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