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Sead has produced The Sead Guide to Running A Participatory Conference because people
regularly ask us how we manage to run events of all sizes which ‘shift the balance’ from what
one Sead conference participant called ‘the speaker/listener syndrome’ to gatherings where
people genuinely have the opportumty to talk listen, ponder, have fun, and feel that their

experience is valued.

In September 1993, Sead ran a conference called szﬁmg the Balance: People, Power and

. Purticipation. Several years later, I stll regularly meet people who tell me that this was the best,

most inclusive, and most participatory conference they have ever been to. Since that time, we
have used and adapted the original format for gatherings of between 20 - 200 people.
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The Sead Guide to Running a Participatory Conference is a highly practical guide for anyone
who wishes to organise a successful participatory conference, including:

e academic and professional conferences

e local authority and community conferences - for example, as part of Local Agenda 21
or decentralisation strategies

. o voluntary organisations and trade union conferences
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This is 2 step-by-step guide to making your participatory conference worlk, with useful
checklists and ideas for maintaining the momentum after the conference. In addition, there are
two tried and tested adaptations of the main format: in one, Joy Cherkaoui of Dumfries and
Galloway Community Health Trust has contributed her description of how a Sead conference
format was adapted and mixed with a whole range of ideas to make up an exciting and innova-
tive youth conference called Living on the Edge of Europe. In the other, we offer a recipe for a
one-day community conference to find out local environmental concerns. .

The next Handbook Section - to be called 7 Their Own Agenda: Running Participatory
Meetings in the Community - will offer more practical examples from practitioners all over
Scotland.

For several years, Stan Reeves and Vernon Galloway of the Adult Learning
Project in Edinburgh have been incredibly generous in sharing with me their
experience and know-how in running participatory events.

Many of the original ideas for the conference format described in this guide
came from a memorable discussion with Stan.

However, over the last four years, Sead has used and adapted these original
ideas so often that, with Stan’s permission, | have given Sead a claim

to them. .
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A Practical Guide to the Sead Conference Format
terms used in a Sead conference
roles
the Sead conference format
. a suggested workshop format
. making it work
things to do
publicity leaflet and registration form
maintaining the momentum

action points

Two Ways of Adapting the Sead Conference Format

Living on the Edge of Europe - a youth conference in Dumfries &
oway;

community conference on Local Agenda 21
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How It Came About RALANCE

When I first started organising Sead’s conferences in 1992, we used the standard format of
speeches by experts in plenary session and workshops by experts in smaller groups of about 20
people. However, for our 1993 conference Shifting the Balance: People, Power and Participation,
we wanted something which allowed all of the very wide range of participants to contribute,
which produced an outcome to be translated into action points, and which was fun. With this
format, we managed to ‘shift the balance’ within the conference, as well as come up with Sead’s

. ‘Shifting the Balance’ Action Points which have been the basis of our work ever since.

All our conferences now use this basic format, which we have been asked to share with other
conference organisers from Ghana to Greenock. Literally! So here it is.

STANDARD CONFERENCE SEAD CONFERENCE
Plenary: speeches Base groups Base Groups
Workshops: input by experts Plenary Ideas Market Place
Plenary: individuals report back Base groups Plenary

from workshops; speeches

Workshops ‘

Most of the real dialogue goes on in
‘ the lunch and tea breaks

Dialogue goes on throughout the
conference, not only in lunch and
tea breaks ‘

A bit hard on the ‘experts’ who have to
act as such for the whole conference

There’s time for reflection, trying out
new ideas, ‘making mistakes’

Allows no time for reflection Everyone’s experience is valued
Little chance to try out new ideas, to

ask seemingly ‘silly’ questions, to
make mistakes

Reporting back from workshops is shared
and informal

Pretty humourless Speakers and workshop leaders can relax
- their expertise is valued but they are

also ‘ordinary’ participants

That awful reporting back from work- It’s fun
shops which - even in otherwise stimu-

lating conferences - never seems to

‘ work.

The Ideas Market Place provides action
points as the basis of a conference report
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BASE GROUPS

Base groups are the ‘engine’ of Sead conferences. The same group meets regularly over the
course of the conference. Their main function is literally to provide a ‘base” where all participants
share their impressions of the rest of the conference. They discuss the conference content, and
choose people from among their ranks to go to each workshop, and to report back. They prepare

ideas for the Ideas Market Place’.

Base groups are composed of any number of people from 5 to 15: the optimum number is
about 10, but this is often impractical in a large conference. If you expect to attract participants

from a range of backgrounds, then make sure that there is a good ‘mix’ in each base group.

It’s a role of base groups to recognise and value the various kinds of expertise represented by

participants.

Photograph by Steve McTaggart

‘The group/workshop

format encouraged the building of

friendships by regular returns to base and
the practice of sharing and listening.

I believe it was crucial to the focusing.’

Sead conference participant
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Every Sead conference has its own ‘central task’, a question which encapsulates the aims of

the programme.

Base groups use the rest of the conference content - keynote speeches, workshops, and
chair’s comments as well as informal conversations - as resources to help participants tackle the

central task.

Central task example: ‘How can we ‘shift
the balance’ so that people in Scotiand
can have more say in the decisions which
affect their lives?’ Shifting the Balance: People,
Power and Participation, 1993

Central task example: ‘How can we as
councillors and council officers use the
ideas of this conference to extend popular
democracy in our authorities?’

Shifting the Balance: Can Local Authorities Extend

Popular Democracy?, 1995

THL

‘It was useful to see a
developmental approach leading to
something tangible.’

Sead conference participant

‘ Usually, every base group tackles the same central task. But it is possible for individual base
groups to tackle their own task.
@
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WORKSHOPS

rms Used

The other kind of small group at a Sead conference are workshops, which offer participants
an opportunity to focus in depth on a particular topic. Workshops are similar in aims to those in
more ‘standard’ conferences, and are led by people with expertlse on the topic. However, they
are not simply a replica of plenary sessions, with an ‘expert’ and a docile audience - they are
facilitated in a way which encourages participants to ask questions, and offer their own views
and expertise. But people attending workshops can choose also just to listen.

There is no prior registration for work-
shops. Instead, base groups discuss
beforehand how each workshop might
relate to the central task they have to
consider, then decide which of their
members should attend particular
workshops. After the workshop,
participants then report back to their
base group.

‘The base group was a
very effective method of

sharing input from workshops.’

Sead conference participant

‘Participants are often more actively
invoived - even as listeners - because they
have their brief from their base group.’

Sead Conference participant

‘The base group / work-
shop structure (where it
worked) broke out of the

speaker [ listener syndrome.’

Sead conference participant




SHIETING
T
ROLNC

PLENARY

Plenary describes those times when the whole conference gathers together - usually to hear
the keynote speakers and the Chair’s remarks.

IDEAS

. Ideas are short statements which try to tackle the central task, and are written on pieces of
paper by all participants (or by the base group leader in response to participants’ ideas). One idea
per piece of paper. Ideas are then displayed at the Ideas Market Place.

IDEAS MARKET PLACE

The Ideas Market Place is the focus of a Sead conference, where all participants come
together to make a grand conference finale. Base groups display their practical ideas for
tackling the central task, and others have a chance to discuss and prioritise these ideas.

‘The Ideas Market Place
was the best final plenary
I have ever been to - and the best
attended.’

Sead conference participant

Photograph by Debbie White
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ROLES

Sead conferences ask a lot of all the contributors, but can be much
more rewarding,

Everyone who takes on one of these roles is an ‘ordinary’ participant
at all other times. Everyone is allocated to a base group.

Content Organiser

You need someone with good organisational skills, who has an overview of the content, from
planning to report, who will brief and support all the other contributors and keep a sympathetic
eye over the whole procedure.

Base Group Leaders

A base group leader is taking on a hefty but rewarding task. S/he must be an able facilitator
who can put the group at their ease, but nevertheless be a firm timekeeper and keep them
focused on the central task. These qualities are more important than expertise in the subject of
the conference. Base group leaders should be prepared to attend at least one briefing meeting,

| and to get to know the conference structure really well.

/ ‘Base groups are a
/ wonderful idea, but it's hard work
for the leader.’

Sead conference participant

‘Workshops might have

been improved if they had a
skilled facilitator as well as an
‘expert’ - the two don’t always
go together.’

Sead conference participant
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Workshop Leaders

Workshop leaders are chosen for their expertise in the topic of the
workshop. They should also be open to leading a discussion, and encouraging
. comments and questions from participants.

Workshop Facilitators

Sometimes workshop leaders - who are experts in their subject but not necessarily confident
about facilitating groups - prefer to have a facilitator for their Workshop, who is able to structure
the workshop, and encourage participation. You need to have an overview of this, though - you
can end up with too many people taking on roles, and too few ‘ordinary’ participants!
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Conference Chair

The conference chair chairs the plenary sessions.

Try to choose someone who can combine some gravitas about
the conference content with a light touch in introducing speakers.

S/he has an important role in backing up base group leaders by explaining
the process, and needs to be well briefed.

Keynote Speakers

Keynote speakers have a known expertise in the topics covered by the conference, and give a
stimulating speech at the plenary. They should be encouraged to attend the whole conference,
and be ‘ordinary’ participants at all other times.

‘Summer-Up’

This person sums up the conference at the final plenary, after the Ideas Market Place.
They might be the conference chair, or another person. They need to have participated fully in
the conference, to have gleaned the main ideas for action at the Ideas Market Place, and to be
able to distil the ‘mood’ of the conference into an inspiring ten minute speech.

Photograph by Debbie White
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This is a typical format for a residential weekend conference, running from a Friday evening
to Sunday afternoon. However, the format can be condensed for a day-conference with two

base group sessions ‘sandwiching’ one workshop session, or extended to a week-long
conference, perhaps with a daily Ideas Market Place.

FRIDAY EVENING

4-6 REGISTRATION
o Offer tea and coffee //

¢ An opportunity for participants
to get settled in and look at any

‘My base group made
me feel involved’

Sead conference participant

displays or stalls
6 - 7:30 DINNER \ )
X \LO”
7:30-8:00  PLENARY SESSION

o Conference Chair introduces the conference
. o One conference speaker

e Chair makes any necessary announcements
(As there are fewer chances to meet in plenary than in a standard conference,
you may wish to set up a conference notice board near the information desk.)

8:00-9:00  FIRST BASE GROUP MEETING
materials flipchart / marker pens / blutac / conference programmes

o Getting to know each other / establishing a friendly, constructive atmosphere

o Base group leader explains the process of the conference.
Make sure everyone understands

o Starting to talk about the ‘central task’®

9:00 ONWARDS Relax!
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‘Base groups encouraged
continuity and ability to follow
through discussions.’

Sead conference participant

O

\O”
SATURDAY
9:30 - 10:30 PLENARY SESSION

@® Conference Chair explains the conference process. Stress that the Ideas
Market Place is the focus of the conference, and worth waiting for.

@ One or two conference speakers.

@ Make any necessary announcements

10:30 - 11:00 BREAK

‘At first | wondered if you weren’t being a bit
authoritarian about time, but I'm now convinced that
running to time was vital. This conference flowed like a
river, and there was time for everyone to have their say.’

Sead conference participant
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SATURDAY

‘ 11:00 - 12:30 SECOND BASE GROUP MEETING
materials flipchart / marker pens / blutac / workshop programme

o ‘What did you learn from the keynote speeches which will help us in
our central task?’

o Write on a flipchart any ideas / comments which help tackle the central task

o ‘We have a list of workshops here - Who will go to which workshop?’
Ideally, base groups have the same number of participants as there are
workshops - this means that each base group should be able to cover the
whole workshop programme. As the workshop programme will run twice -
once this afternoon, and again tomorrow morning each individual including
the base group leader can choose fwo workshops. Remember that any work
shop leaders in your base group will have to attend their own workshop!

o Giving each person a brief: “What do we want to learn from each workshop
which will help us tackle the central task?’

t’ p: Obviously this negotiation for workshops requires some flexibility on everyone’s
part, and needs to be bandled with some diplomacy. I was very apprebensive about this in
‘ my first Sead conference, but, in fact, participants were very accommodating when they
realised they would be bearing a report back from all workshops.

BANANA SKIN

N ‘There was a lack of clarity about the process of the
conference.’ - This remark is not made often, but where
it is, it is inevitably linked to the base group leader not

explaining the process properly or the participant not attending all the base groups.
Base group leaders have to keep on reiterating how the process is going, and
making sure everyone understands.
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SATURDAY

12:30 - 2:00 LUNCH
2:00-4:00 WORKSHOPS
materials flipchart / marker pens / blutac / any audio-visual equipment

Workshop leaders can use their own format, but here is one which works for
a two-hour workshop

o Introductions and breaking the ice: “What do participants already know about
the topic?’ (15 minutes)

o Workshop leader’s input followed by discussion and questions (45 minutes)
o A task or discussion point (in small groups of about 6) (45 minutes)

o Rounding up: what are you going to take back to your base group?
(15 minutes)

4:00 - 4:30 BREAK

4:30 - 5:30 THIRD BASE GROUP MEETING
materials flipchart / marker pens / blutac / workshop programme

e Each person reports back from workshops: “What I learnt which can help
us in the central task.’

o Write on a flipchart any ideas / comments which help tackle the central task
o Discussion and affirmation of these reports

o Giving participants a new brief: “What further information do we want from
tomorrow’s workshops?’

At ‘standard’ conferences, people often complain about not getting to all of the
workshops. Hearing lots of personal report-backs is the next best thing,

5:30 CLOSE
(Or a short plenary to sum up the day and make announcements)
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‘I think it’s excellent
having to feed back from workshops to
base group. That way everyone has to pay
attention and contribute, and even people who
lacked confidence did it.’

)

)?
»

Sead conference participant
\ §

1L\
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SUNDAY

10:00 - 12:00 WORKSHOPS

materials flipchart / marker pens / blutac / any audio-visual equipment
requested by the workshop leader

Same content as yesterday’s, but with different participants.

12:00 - 1:30 LUNCH

1:30 - 3:00 FINAL BASE GROUP MEETING

(Or you can split this base group up into two shorter sessions, with lunch in the
middle)

materials flipchart / marker pens / blutac / pleces of paper for the ‘ideas’ / large
pieces of paper for more artistic expression / ten ‘wee red dot” stickers for each
participant

e Report back from workshops

o Write on a flipchart any ideas / comments which help tackle the central task

e Prepare ideas for the Ideas Market Place: “What ideas have we come up with
over the weekend to tackle the central task?’ Help participants to write one

idea per piece of paper in clear prose. Make sure you don’t have duplicate ideas.
It’s OK to present ideas which not everyone agrees with.
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t’ p « The most useful ideas are ‘do-able’. Don’t try to change the world in one
statement!

Useful idea: ‘Our local group should produce a short directory of local organisations ‘
working on X’

Useful idea: ‘Our local group should join with others to lobby the Council about X’

Not so useful idea: ‘Resources should be more equally distributed’ ‘How?’
‘What can we do to belp make this bappen?’

o Participants can let their artistic abilities flow to make your ideas and your stall
as colourful and interesting as possible.

e Re-brief the group on exactly what will happen in the Ideas Market Place

e Divide your group into two smaller groups. This is so that half of each base group will
spend the first half of the Ideas Market Place standing by their ‘stall’ to explain and discuss
ideas; while the other half walks around the stalls. ‘

Half-way through groups will change places. Give each participant ten stickers.

If anyone in your group has difficulty reading or getting round the
room, make sure they are accompanied.
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SUNDAY

3.30 - 4:00 BREAK

While participants enjoy tea or coffee, base group leaders (and volunteer helpers)
‘ should take all the ideas to the hall, to display at their ‘stall’.

4:00 - 5:00 IDEAS MARKET PLACE
(Usually the process takes less than an hour, but people love to talk!)
materials wallspace, which you have prewously ‘divided’ into stalls - we usually
write base group numbers on large pieces of paper; ‘postits’ available for people
to add their own comments to stalls; a bell or whistle for conference chair.

Photograph by Steve McTaggart

The Ideas Market Place takes place in a hall with lots of wall space. Base groups will each
have been allocated a ‘stall’ - in other words a display board or section of wall on which to
display their ideas. The best stalls are colourful with illustrations and ‘gimmicks’ to attract

. ‘shoppers’
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SUNDAY

Half the participants of each base group will spend the first half of the Ideas Market Place
standing by their ‘stall’ to explain and discuss ideas (these are called ‘stall-holders’). The stall
holders can (in fact should) make sure that ‘shoppers’ are attracted to their stall in any way they
like! The other half (the ‘shoppers’) walk around the stalls, and distribute their stickers to the
ideas which they think are the best. They can distribute their stickers as they wish - all ten on

one idea, ten on ten separate ideas, five and five, etc. They can vote for their own ideas. .

(Base group leaders must take responsibility for anyone in their group who may have
difficulty with this method - for example, people with a disability or who are unconfident
readers will need a partner to help them be an effective participant in the Ideas Market Place.
If possible, the conference organiser should determine any special needs before the event.)

Make ‘postits’ available for a kind of ‘recorded dialogue’. In other words, if a participant would
like to record any constructive comment on any of the ideas, then they can write briefly on a
‘postit’ and place on the relevant stall.

Half-way through, the conference chair rings a bell, or calls out (it will be noisy!) and the
groups will change places, so that ‘shoppers’ go back to the base group stall to become “stall-
holders’, and “stall-holders’ get a chance to ‘shop’

‘The emphasis was on ordinary
people’s skills and possibilities for change,
and on achievable, realistic action now!’

77

Sead conference participant

‘It’s the first conference
I have ever been to where the final
session is better attended than the first!
Sead has convinced an old cynic
like myself that participatory methods
can work!’

Sead conference participant



