To their own agenda:

This is the second of two Sead Shifting the Balance Handbook sections on running participatory
meetings. The first, The Sead Guide to Running A Participatory Conference, offered a highly
practical guide to all stages of running a conference where everyone feels able to participate and
enjoy themselves.

We are publishing this second guide because we are regularly asked how we make our own
events so participatory. The guide takes the user step-by-step through a variety of meetings
which encourage genuine participation from the people whose views matter a great deal - the
people who make up the community in question, whether it is a geographic community or a
community of interest.

This guide will be invaluable to anyone wishing to set up a community conference, work-
shop or other gathering of between six to two hundred people, such as:

e 2 local authority consultative meeting - for example as part of Local Agenda 21 or
decentralisation strategies

Welcome to 70 Their Own Agenda: Running Participatory Meetings in the Community.
e any kind of planning event in the community

e voluntary organisations and trade unions wishing to determine users” or members’ views

e setting up an adult learners’ forum or other group to represent interests
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We are very privileged that three of Scotland’s leading pracutloners have given us examples of
their work. They are:

Vernon Galloway from the Adult Learning Project in Dalry Road, Edinburgh. Vernon and
his colleague Stan Reeves are highly experienced practitioners who are at the same time incredibly
generous with their expertise.

lyaah Warren from the Community Training and Development Unit in Falkirk. .
Iyaah, who says she learned much of her practice from the Adult Learning Project, has enriched
it with her flair for encouraging participants to express themselves artistically and have fun.

Sheila Williamson from Platform Adult Learning Centre in Wester Hailes in Edinburgh.
Sheila shares her experience of helping people to build confidence in their own abilities and to
put their plans into action for an Adult Learners’ Forum. :

We hope this guide will help you organise gatherings of all sorts where people genuinely feel
able to say what they think, to listen and learn from others, and know that they are influencing

_ relevant decisions.



1) ‘To Their Own Agenda’: Why bother with participatory

meetings?

Three fallacies about running participatory meetings

3 ) Toolbox of basic principles and methods

72\ The Problem / Act Workshop, by Vernon Galloway, Adult

</ Leamning Project, Edinburgh

Community Conference: Swimming Against the Tide, by Iyaah
Warren, Community 'Training and Development Unit

Confidence building and planning workshops, by Sheila
Williamson, Platform Adult Learning Centre, Edinburgh

Appendix: Credits

CHIETING
THE
RALANCE

sead I -1




@To thelr own agenda:

=7

SUIETING
THE
RALANCE

The context in which local govemment; voluntary organisations, trade unions and
community based organisations are working demands a new approach to information gathering
about people’s lives.

On the one hand, public disillusionment with political processes and decision making has
deepened to a worrying degree, because people increasingly feel disconnected from the making
of policies that directly affect their lives. When people do try to make their voices heard, they

. often feel that they have to become strident because no-one is listening, At the same time,
organisations of many kinds - local authorities attempting to decentralise services, voluntary
organisations wishing to make their services more relevant to their users, and even national
governments signing solemn commitments at United Nations Summits - are embracing the
language, if not always the practice, of participation.

Organising successful conferences, workshops and public meetings - where people feel their
views are valued, where they can enjoy themselves and ask questions without feeling ‘put down’
- is crucial to encouraging people’s participation in decision making. My own experience is that
many professionals and decision makers are not necessarily averse to this - they simply do not
have the skills, ideas and confidence to make it happen. 7 Their Own Agenda: Running
Participatory Meetings in the Community offers them a highly practical starter pack.
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The title of our guide comes from Sead’s Shifting the Balance Action Points which were devised
by participants at Sead’s 1993 conference Shifiing the Balance: People, Power and Participation.

Participants spent a weekend using their own experience, the experts’ contributions and the
workshops and group discussions as resources to think about the question ‘How can we ‘shift the
balance’ so that people in Scotland can have more say in the decisions which affect their lives?

The six Action Points which they came up with featured in the conference report and became .
the basis of Sead’s work Shifting the Balance: People, Power and Participation.*

The second Action Point says:

“The people who are actually living a situation - such as damp housing, disability, or vwral poverty -
have an expertise which should be valued. Indeed, no decision affecting these people is sustainable with-
ot listening to and acting upon therr views. Community groups should use professional and academic
expertise where appropriate, but always to their own agenda.’

This Action Point in effect makes two comments which, put simply, are:

@ Decision makers and professionals must listen to the expertise and experience of people
‘Tiving’ the situation affected by the decisions they make.

® However, people active in community groups (and indeed any other civic organisation) need
to add to their own knowledge and expertise of that situation. They should use the expertlse .

and experience of professionals and academics, but only to their own agenda.

These are good ‘touchstones’ for anyone organising meetings in the community, and are at the

heart of this guide.

* The Shifting the Balance Action Points are listed in full in Section 3 of this Handbook,
The Sead Guide to Running A Participatory Conference. .
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TRUE “Participatory meetings
don’t need much planning -

FALSE x they just happen”

While it is true that simply bringing people together can result in a ‘good blether’,

a participatory meeting will always aim for an intended outcome. It will need to be very
‘ tightly planned and will involve working on the following:

o What are our aims in this meeting?
e Planning the programme

e Finding and briefing facilitators

o Finding a suitable venue

e Arranging a creche, catering, etc

Buying or borrowing the right materials - having flipchart, pens, blutac, posuts etc in the
correct quantities is essential

‘ TRUE “Paﬁici patory meetings
FALSE x don’t need structure”

A common fallacy is that because participatory meetings are often informal, sometimes
messy, and can seem chaotic, that they have no structure. In fact, in a good participatory
meeting, the opposite is true. A good participatory meeting, which sets out to meet its aims,
has a clearly thought-out programme, and keeps to time. In fact, in my experience, people are
much happier to participate if they know that:

o there is a purpose to this meeting
o the organisers know what they are doing
o it will end on time

. (Respect the fact that people have their own lives - they need to know that the meeting will
end on time because they have to make the tea/pick up the kids/go to work.)
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TRUE “Participatory meetings

don’t need experts — we are

FALSE X | all experts are we not?”

Participatory meetings are about expertise. One of the basic premises of this guide is that
ordinary people have expertise in the issues which affect their lives - whether it be the house .
they live in, or the traffic in neighbouring streets. A good participatory meeting is about building

people’s confidence in their expertise and will help them decide how they wish to use it.

However, people such as council officials, campaigners, professionals, academics and good
speakers can play very important roles, including:

e acting as ‘resource people’ who can share their expertise when called upon
e providing factual information and inspiration
e being ‘active listeners’

In these kinds of roles, they can be very useful people to have around. However, it is
important that they themselves, and the other participants, are clear about what their role is.
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The best practitioners make participatory meetings work by first deciding on their aims,
then choosing a format and blending together exercises to help them reach these aims.
They can choose and adapt from a range of ideas from many sources. They are great
brainpickers and sharers.

They are very organised in a ‘physical’ sense - laying out the rooms to ensure people are
comfortable, and making sure the blutac, pens, flipcharts, etc are available and in the right
‘ places well in advance - but are very open to adapting and changing their original programme
when necessary. And, of course, they are unafraid of ‘organised chaos’ when participants are
busy ‘participating’ - walking around a room looking at ideas pinned on a wall, or putting their
ideas across with paint or drama.

This section offers a ‘toolbox’ of basic principles and methods which you should be able to
mix and adapt to ensure your aims are achieved.

(Don’t let the tail wag the dog!

You must know why you intend to use an exercise or method.)

o First of all, decide what your aims are for your workshop (“
or meeting.

‘ o Break down these larger aims into smaller components which
will make up the various stages in the programme of your
workshop or meetmg ———3

e Only then decide on how you will programme your
meeting to try to achieve your aims.
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ESSENTIALS
Most importantly - the facilitator

o Any format or exercise is only as good as the facilitator using it.
o As a rough guide, you will need to have one facilitator per ten people.
o Their job 1s to give a voice to people who do not normally have one. '

o They need to create a comfortable, easy atmosphere, but with enough structure for people
to feel that ideas are developing, that the group is ‘going somewhere’

o They need to think of strategies to make sure that no-one dominates discussion, and that
everyone who wants to talk has the opportunity.

o They need to be extremely good listeners, able to pull out the main strands of the
discussion, but directive enough to make sure the aims of the session are met.

o They need to be very well briefed in advance as to what the aims of the sessions are, and
what they are to do.

Expertise
participants’ expertise

The assumption behind participatory meetings is that everyone has expertise which is ‘
valuable, particularly when it comes to their own lives in their own environment.

practitioners’ expertise

The organisers and facilitators are the technicians whose ‘knowhow’ makes a gathering truly
participatory

‘outside’ experts
People who are experts in a particular subject can have an important place in participatory
meetings - but you have to plan carefully the ‘whys’ and ‘hows’ of their participation. You may

wish them to inspire people, or to make an input to ‘start the ball rolling), or to act as a source
of up-to-date information in their area of expertise.

@
- scad



« @ Toolbox

SHIETING
THE
RALANC

However, their role at all stages of the meeting - including when they are not making an
input - should be made clear to them and to other participants. The meeting’s structure needs
to be tight enough to make sure they do not dominate - nor that other participants use the

experts’ presence as a block to their own participation.
Xp P P P

‘I have found that
visiting experts find this kind of
structure quite liberating - they have a
clear role, and their expertise is acknowledged
as being valuable to the progress of the meeting,
but they can also relax - they can even admit when
they don’t know something!’

Jean Bareham,
Sead’s Education Officer
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BASICS

seating arrangements

Get out of rows! Small circles of comfy chairs are ideal. Dealing with larger groups - say of _
ten or more, presents more of a problem. Having people in a circle aids communication, is .
inclusive, and a great ‘leveller’ (no-one holds the key position) - but with a larger group, the
large open space in the middle can seem quite daunting, A few coffee tables can fill up that
space, and provide a resting place for coffee cups and papers. ‘

However, in a group of over twenty, people are too far away from those at the other side of
the room for communication to be possible. It’s better to have several circles - which brings us

on to ‘scallops’
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‘Scallops’ involve dividing your whole group into tables of about 6 - 8 people each. I have
organised a conference of 150 people this way. I asked the janitor to organise eight chairs
around each table. As people arrived, they sat at a table, and found it quite natural to strike up a
conversation with others at the table. They could sit with friends if they wished, but also got to
know others. This can also provide you with instant ‘buzz groups” so that you can say -
‘Discuss this with the people at your table for ten minutes’

The main disadvantage in large groups is that the tables and chairs take up a lot of space, and
are bulky and time-consuming to move if you need the floorspace. ‘
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forming small groups

Most participatory methods require people to discuss in small groups. As facilitator,
you should give a lot of thought to how you are going to form small groups.

A very basic way is to decide on the number of small groups required - let’s say you want
four groups - then go round each participant giving them a number up to four - ‘1, 2, 3, 4,
then “1, 2, 3, 4’ and so on until everyone has a number. Or try four fruits, or four colours.
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You need to weigh up the pros and cons of keeping people together in the same small group,
and moving them around.

In a larger meeting, changing groups around regularly allows everyone to meet a variety of
other participants; equally, there are advantages in people feeling ‘at home’ with their group,
getting used to the other members in their group, and developing ideas together.



