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Survey of Applicants in the 2015-16 Competition

The 2015-16 Survey

As part of our efforts to increase our knowledge of key stakeholders’ views of the process, QCA carries out a survey of applicants in the QC competition.  Survey forms were sent to all 237 applicants, and 118 replies were received by the closing date.  QCA is very grateful to all those who responded.

The Survey Results

The questions, together with the results of the survey, are set out in the following tables.
1 Did you find the guidance to applicants?

	Response
	Total
	Successful
	Unsuccessful after interview
	Filtered Out

	Very helpful
	71
	56
	13
	2

	Acceptable
	42
	19
	11
	12

	Too long / unhelpful
	5
	0
	4
	1


2 Approximately how long did it take you to complete the application form?

	Response
	Total
	Successful
	Unsuccessful after interview
	Filtered Out

	Less than 16 hours
	2
	1
	1
	0

	16-24 hours
	17
	11
	4
	2

	24-32 hours
	34
	19
	10
	5

	More than 32 hours
	65
	44
	13
	8


3 Did you consider that the application form sought?

	Response
	Total
	Successful
	Unsuccessful after interview
	Filtered Out

	Too much information
	11
	2
	3
	6

	About the right amount
	95
	69
	20
	6

	Too little information
	12
	4
	5
	3


4 Allowing for the amount of information required did you find the form?

	Response
	Total
	Successful
	Unsuccessful after interview
	Filtered Out

	Reasonably easy to complete
	17
	15
	2
	0

	Acceptable
	71
	47
	20
	4

	Unnecessarily difficult to complete
	30
	13
	6
	11


5 Did you find the information sent before the interview?

	Response
	Total
	Successful
	Unsuccessful after interview
	Filtered Out

	Helpful
	72
	60
	12
	0

	Acceptable
	25
	13
	12
	0

	Unhelpful or valueless
	6
	2
	4
	0

	Not applicable - Filtered out
	15
	0
	0
	15


6 Did you consider the interview tested competencies relevant to QC appointment?

	Response
	Total
	Successful
	Unsuccessful after interview
	Filtered Out

	To a considerable extent
	40
	36
	4
	0

	To a reasonable extent
	40
	28
	12
	0

	To a small extent at most
	23
	11
	12
	0

	Not applicable - Filtered out
	15
	0
	0
	15


7 How did you find the interview questions?

	Response
	Total
	Successful
	Unsuccessful after interview
	Filtered Out

	It was generally clear what information the interviewers wanted
	65
	56
	9
	0

	I found some questions unclear or ambiguous
	26
	13
	13
	0

	It was rarely clear what information the interviewers wanted 
	4
	3
	1
	0

	Other 
	8
	3
	5
	0

	Not applicable – Filtered out
	15
	0
	0
	15


8 Did you find your feedback letter?

	Response
	Total
	Successful
	Unsuccessful after interview
	Filtered Out

	Reasonably helpful in the circumstances
	17
	0
	14
	3

	Acceptable
	14
	0
	8
	6

	Unhelpful or valueless
	12
	0
	6
	6

	Not applicable - Successful
	75
	75
	0
	0


9 Did you consider the process assessed you fairly?

	Response
	Total
	Successful
	Unsuccessful after interview
	Filtered Out

	Yes
	73
	66
	7
	0

	No
	26
	1
	13
	12

	Can't say
	19
	8
	8
	3


10 Assuming the application process was the same how far was the application fee a deterrent?

	Response
	Total
	Successful
	Unsuccessful after interview
	Filtered Out

	I would have applied many years earlier if it cost £1000 or less
	2
	0
	1
	1

	I might have applied a year or two earlier if it cost £1000 or less
	10
	4
	4
	2

	It would have made no difference if it had cost less than £1000, I applied as soon as I felt ready
	103
	70
	22
	11

	Don’t know
	3
	1
	1
	1


Commentary on the Survey results

The main points QCA has taken from the responses to the questions in the survey are:

· Perhaps unsurprisingly, successful applicants were much more positive about the process than the unsuccessful.  . 

· The guidance is generally reasonably highly regarded.  
· Completing the application form takes almost all applicants two full working days or more, and it takes more than half of applicants at least four days.  In the circumstances it is very encouraging that 81% thought QCA sought the right amount of information, with as many thinking QCA sought too little as too much.

· The form received mixed reviews.  Just over a quarter found it unnecessarily difficult to complete.  
· Almost 40% of respondents thought the interview tested the competencies “to a considerable degree”; 22% thought the interview tested the competencies “to a small extent at most.”  Successful applicants were much more positive than unsuccessful ones. 

· Although over 60% found it “generally clear” what information the interviewers wanted, it is disappointing that a significant minority even of successful applicants found some questions “unclear or ambiguous”, and a few of them even found it “rarely clear” what information was sought.  
· Considering that it contains disappointing news for those who receive it, the level of satisfaction with the feedback seems reasonable, with 40% regarding it as “reasonably helpful”. However, it is disappointing that over a quarter regarded it as “unhelpful or valueless”.

· As expected, there was a very close correlation between outcome and perceptions of fairness. 
· There is little evidence from applicants that the level of fee is a deterrent.  Only just over one in ten might have applied earlier, even if the fee was halved, and for all but two of those it was only a matter of a year or two.

Comments on the Interview

There was a sharp division of views, even amongst successful applicants, about the interview.  One successful applicant came out feeling “humiliated and belittled”; another found the questions “very odd”.  On the other hand, one successful applicant “really enjoyed” the interview, whilst another thought the Panel members “excellent” and a third described them as “friendly and good humoured”.  However, there was little praise from unsuccessful applicants.  One thought the interview was conducted in a perfunctory manner and found one of the interviewers “hostile and rude”; another found some of the  questions to be overly-long composite questions.  It is not possible to link these responses to particular interviewers because responses to the survey were anonymous.

. 
Suggestions for Improvement

One or two applicants recognised (and welcomed) the fact that we have shaved a month or so off the time taken for the competition.  But there is still a clear wish that we should make further reductions in the overall time taken.  We do hope to do that from the 2017 competition if possible.  But given the present agreed process we are unlikely to reduce the time down beyond an “end March to mid-December” process, which is still eight and a half months.  

There was some criticism of the character limits on the application form.  The principle of character limits seems sound: it is a fairly standard feature of many application schemes that a form is used, in order to have a consistent level of information about all applicants.  Given the need for concision in written advocacy, the requirement should not come as a surprise to many applicants.  However, in some places, especially the description of practice, last year’s form may have had inadequate space.  We have therefore substantially increased the character limit for that section of the form.  We have also increased the character count on each of the assessor pages, as a by-product of providing space to list three rather than four cases for each assessor.

Some applicants expressed concern about the diversity competency.  A few of those argued that it was in principle inappropriate to have such a competency (or at least inappropriate for positive evidence of satisfying the criteria for recommendation for appointment to be required).  That is a matter for the professional bodies (and in due course the Lord Chancellor) rather than the Selection Panel, but it does not seem at all likely that the professional bodies would wish to downgrade the importance of the diversity competency.  However, there is also a suggestion that it is not as clear as it might be what the Selection Panel is looking for on diversity.  The Selection Panel has accordingly agreed amendments to the Guidance for Applicants for 2016-17 to try to make it clearer what the Panel is looking for.

One or two applicants expressed concern at the cost of the process, particularly for those undertaking publicly funded work.  The Directors are currently considering whether to introduce (at least for an experimental period) a lower application fee for those with incomes below a specified level.  It is difficult to see how any more general reduction could be achieved without major changes in the process, given that QCA must cover its costs.
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