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managing
community meetings

Managing meetings, forums,
facilitation skills

Communities whose members are committed to life long learning will maintain a vitality and resilience that will
serve them in times of crisis or change. Some of the skills that will help community members manage the not-
for-profit organisations or events that contribute to this vitality and resilience are:

e managing meetings and workshops

e conducting forums

e facilitating groups

e providing training opportunities

Managing meetings and workshops

We need meetings to get things done. Everybody who has ever been to a meeting will appreciate how
important it is that they are well run and don’t waste time. This means planning ahead and sticking to an
agenda and a timeframe.

The following is a simple checklist to assist you when preparing for a meeting or workshop.

Preparation:

e Why are you having a meeting/workshop?

e What is the desired outcome?

e How many meetings/workshops will need to be held to reach an outcome?

e \Who are the key stakeholders who will be required to attend?

e Do you need to do a Stakeholder Analysis, or has this been done already?

e Where is the meeting to be held? Will participants require a map? Is the space near public transport?
e Have you engaged participants in the meeting planning process?

e How will you inform participants of the meeting? Is a written invitation necessary?

e Wil you circulate a draft agenda and formalise it with the group at the beginning of the meeting?
e Will you provide refreshments, childcare and interpreters?

e Areyou creating a “welcoming” environment for all participants?

e Have you considered the unique needs of diverse groups and/or individuals?

[ )

What equipment is necessary to ensure a smooth running event? (Flipchart, butchers paper, writing
materials, data projector for power point presentation, marker pens, tape, tape recorders, video or VCR are
examples of equipment that may be essential).

e How will you set up the room? Informally around a table is usually preferred, so that everyone can see
each other. Try and face the meeting away from the door, to avoid distractions.
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Pro forma for a meeting agenda
The agenda reflects the way you intend to structure the meeting. A common order of agenda items is as
follows:

Agenda

Chair notes the time and opens the meeting if a quorum is present

Secretary or note taker records the names of those present and the apologies that have been received
There may be some negotiation about items to be added to the agenda at this stage
The Minutes of the previous meeting are read. Moved, seconded, accepted.

Any Business Arising is discussed.

Correspondence inwards and outwards is presented.

Treasurer's Report. Moved, seconded, accepted.

Other Reports from sub-committees, project coordinators.

The meeting is then open for General Business.

Decisions may be made by moving a Motion which will be seconded, accepted.
Confirm who has Action to take before next meeting.

Time of next meeting and items for agenda are decided.

Closing time of meeting noted.

Other considerations if you are running a meeting:

You may need to arrange for introductions or use an ice breaker exercise

Go through meeting purpose (someone could be in the wrong room)

Set ground rules if this is a new group

Maintain awareness around ethical issues, such as conflict of interest, transparency and power dynamics
Initiate discussion

Work through the agenda

Help the group stay on track ensuring participation from everyone

Manage conflict or disruptive behaviours

Resources
Effective Meeting Facilitation: Sample Forms, Tools, and Checklists
Miranda Duncan arts.endow.gov/resources/Lessons/DUNCAN2 . HTML

Managing Meetings - A management library for non-profits and commercial business. www.managementhelp.
org/grp_skll/meetings/meetings.htm

Walsh F. The Meeting Manual, AGPS, Canberra, 1995.
See www.docdownload.com.au - some templates for meeting procedures are free, others need to be paid for.

Effective Meetings 100s of free articles on management.
www.work911.com/articles/meetmgt.htm

7 ways to run effective meetings
www.teachingexpertise.com/articles/ways-run-effective-meetings-473

Running Effective Meetings
www.mindtools.com/CommSkll/RunningMeetings.htm

Design Facilitation for Teams: Managing and Planning Team Interaction
redesignresearch.com/fac-paper.htm
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Conducting forums

Forums are similar to meetings, but whereas meetings might be a regular occurrence for a community group,
forums are held to specifically discuss an issue and reach a resolution, lasting from a few sessions to being
regularly held for the activity or project duration. Many of the meeting considerations we have just outlined
will be relevant, but here the choice of stakeholder group will be imperative. Your stakeholder group should
comprise a range of people who are active in their community, are respected by their peers and who can offer
a different perspective. For more information about conducting a stakeholder analysis and identifying the most
appropriate representation for your project, see below.

Conducting Public Forums and Listening Sessions
ctb.ku.edu/tools/en/sub_section_main_1021.htm

Stakeholder Analysis — information and form template
erc.msh.org/quality/ittools/itstkan.cfm

Online forums
These days online forums are common. Most businesses will include an online forum for their customers to
access information and provide feedback.

Facebook or MySpace provide an extensive list of topics with chat rooms that you can join.

MySpace
See (forums.myspace.com/?fuseaction=forums.home)

Internet Forums: wikipedia.org/wiki/Internet_forum
Encarta World English Dictionary

Setting up an online forum

It is remarkably easy to create an Online forum or chat room, for example see Google:
http://groups.google.com.au/?utm_campaign=en_gb&utm_source=en_gb-ha-apac-au-google&utm_
medium=ha&utm_term=free%20forum

Group facilitation skills

Facilitation has been described as being of service to others. One dictionary definition describes it as the
‘process of making something easy or easier’ (Encarta 2007). In order to provide this service for making
something easier for others, a facilitator requires a broad range of skills.

An important aspect of any work in community is harnessing ideas and how well this is facilitated can make
or break the group. How often have we heard stories of how meetings have collapsed because of personality
clashes and with individual agendas getting in the way of the work to be done?

Facilitation covers:

e research and planning

e reflective listening skills (being able to paraphrase what is being said to show that you understand the
information given)

conflict resolution skills

decision making skills

questioning skills

self awareness — knowing your own triggers.
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Facilitators should have good leadership skills. A good leader provides enough input to empower participants
and give them confidence to assert themselves and as participants gain confidence, the good leader will retreat
to the background, to allow participants to take more initiative in the process.

When a meeting is facilitated well and discussion flows seamlessly, one could assume that the facilitator’s job is
an easy one. Wrong. Facilitators’ require a broad skill base including a good knowledge of:
personal triggers and managing them

maintaining the meeting process

issues around equity and ethics

time keeping

verbal communication

strategic questioning

listening and reflection

conflict resolution

consensus and decision making processes

planning processes and achieving outcomes

group dynamics

facilitation tools

evaluation processes

report writing

While these are a broad range of skills don't be daunted. You may be surprised at what you already know
when you assess your own skill level and you may just need to update or add to existing knowledge.
Facilitation training is always beneficial, but the application of your current practical know-how is a good start.

Personal triggers and maintaining the meeting process

A facilitator can never remain totally neutral. We all have our own values and position on what we believe
is right or wrong. However, if you believe that you are becoming, or could become embroiled in the content
of the meeting, you will need to acknowledge this and resolve with the group how to proceed. Your job as
facilitator is to maintain the process to enable the group to resolve their issues, not to impose your position.

Equity issues

e Think about how you will facilitate an Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander group. What will you need
to do prior to the session? What acknowledgements should be made and respectful processes used if
participating on the traditional land of our first people?

e For culturally diverse groups: What will you need to research prior to the meeting?

e Have you ascertained if there are any special needs participants, who may require assistance to make them
feel included and valued in the group?

e \What about access to the meeting space?

When the group first meets, the facilitator is in a strong position of power. They are directing the process and
they may have a lot more knowledge about the project than the group participants. This is one of the reasons
why it is important for the facilitator to remain focused on the process. If they begin to contribute to the
content in their position of power, the group could just acquiesce to what the facilitator suggests and this is
not the facilitator’s role.

A facilitator showing good leadership qualities will be well aware of power dynamics and as the group
progresses and becomes more confident, the facilitator/leader will allow the group to be more pro-active in
driving the process as well, with their role transforming from facilitator into coach and mentor.

Knowing who your participants are will allow you to provide additional support if required.
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For example, a younger or socially disadvantaged person may feel intimidated about contributing to the
discussion and you may need to include particular activities that will enable them to participate. You may have
an elderly person in the group who is hard of hearing, where you position them therefore, might be imperative
for their engagement with the process.

Ethical issues

It is important to be open about anything that arises, or if there are any agendas at the beginning, own up to
them. Sometimes councils may hold meetings/forums to consult with community, but they have already made
a decision about what they wish to do and the community is merely the ‘rubber stamp’. If this is the case,
find out from council where the stakeholders can have input in the decision making and be open about the
limitations; or alternatively, you may not wish to be involved in such a tokenistic process.

Never conceal information, if discovered you will lose the trust of the group; if you are not sure about
something, say so and offer to find out and let people know at the next meeting; and if you make a mistake,
don’t cover it up, admit to it and move on.

The International Facilitators Association have produced a Code of Ethics that they abide by as facilitators, see:
www.iaf-world.org/i4a/pages/Index.cfm?pageid=3346

Power and influence www.peak.ca/articles/power.html

Time keeping

This is an important aspect of facilitating. If the meeting is to run for 1.5 hrs and it goes well over, you will not
only lose participants, but the energy and focus will dissipate, making any extra time spent counter-productive.
You may also lose people from future meetings, if their time and contribution is not honoured.

Listening and reflection skills
To actively listen means what it implies:
e listen with your whole being

focus solely on the interviewee
maintain open body language
maintain eye contact

reflect back what you have heard.

Reflecting back to the interviewee what you have heard, allows you to make sure that you have understood
what has been said, this is called paraphrasing. Paraphrasing is also useful for the interviewee, as it allows
them to correct you if you have misunderstood them and it helps them to clarify their thoughts on the topic.

Active Listening skills
www.salesconcepts.com/nl0698c.htm
www.jobsletter.org.nz/vivian/strat705.htm

Verbal communication and questioning skills

Facilitation is about drawing out the content discussed by the group, in order to make decisions that will
advance the group’s objectives. Open questioning skills are a useful tool to harness information. An open
guestion gets people talking rather than a closed question, which requires only a ‘yes’ or ‘no’ answer.

Fran Peavey, who popularised the tool Strategic Questioning, talks about short lever and long lever questions.
Short lever questions provide a foundation and help to develop rapport and trust in order to allow deeper
dialogue to happen. Long lever questions delve deeper. Strategic questioning is a wonderful way to glean
information, but it requires understanding and practice.
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Strategic Questioning

www.jobsletter.org.nz/vivian/strat704.htm

Open Questions
changingminds.org/techniques/questioning/open_closed_questions.htm

Conflict resolution skills

Conflict can be perceived as negative; however, conflict is a robust part of life and will happen when differing
opinions collide. It is how we deal with conflict so that all opinions are heard and valued that leads to
resolution.

Conflict resolution network:
www.crnhg.org/pages.php?plD=12#skill_5

Conflict and Communication Skills:
stress.about.com/od/relationships/tp/conflictres.htm
Conflict management skills:
http://www.cnr.berkeley.edu/ucce50/ag-labor/7labor/13.htm

Consensus and decision making processes

When groups make decisions, they can either vote or use a consensus process. Consensus decision making is
usually more time consuming. It can allow for fuller discussion around an issue and enables participants to view
the issue from different perspectives. Dissenting voices express their concerns until a position is reached that is
acceptable to all.

Consensus decision making
www.actupny.org/documents/CDdocuments/Consensus.html
www.npd-solutions.com/consensus.html

www.ic.org/pnp/ocac - this link is also useful for evaluation processes

Group dynamics
Group dynamics is a science. Having an understanding of how groups engage and evolve over time will assist
you to be prepared for any eventuality in your group.

In the 1960’s, Bruce Tuckman developed a model that described the five stages of group development, which is
still applicable, he called it: forming, storming, norming, performing and adjourning:

forming this is the time when everyone first meets and are on their best behaviour, as they want to be
accepted by the group.

storming  as people get to know each other and become comfortable in the group, personalities can
begin to clash. The facilitator will need to have a good understanding of group dynamics and
conflict resolution skills.

norming if the group can survive the storming period, the group will begin to bond. Trust develops and
tasks can be allocated to group members.

performing the group is functioning optimally. There is total trust and participants are committed to the
activity and perform well in their roles.

adjourning the activity is finished, the report produced and a celebration may highlight the occasion.

The group will now dissolve and may go through a grieving process, as strong relationships will
have been established.
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Groups and group dynamics discusses the Tuckman model
www.onepine.info/mgrp.htm

Resources for Group Dynamics, Small Groups and Community Building
www.community4dme.com/Resources.html

Stages of Group Dynamics
www.peak.ca/articles/group.html

Facilitation tools

The facilitator should have a range of tools that can be used to fit particular tasks. Always make sure there is a
good reason to introduce an activity and that it will achieve the outcome you require. For example, when the
group is in the forming stage, you may introduce a number of icebreaking activities, see www.mindtools.com/
pages/article/newlLDR_76.htm this is a great site for a selection of facilitation tools.

To gather ideas around an issue, you may use brainstorming: the group thinks of as many ideas as possible and
these are prioritised and the excellent ideas are chosen; and then a decision making tool: the excellent ideas are
divided into two lists of ‘musts’ and ‘wants’ — the must list is prioritised and a decision reached.

(Recording ideas on post-it notes makes it easy to shift them around in these exercises).

Evaluation processes

Planning an evaluation process is imperative for any project activity. Planning will:

e establish milestones and the indicators necessary to demonstrate that they have been achieved
e make reporting easier at the end of the project

e assist you to identify what was done well and what could have been done better

e recommend improvements for future projects.

Evaluation activities take many forms. Below are links to a few approaches:

Introduction to Evaluation
www.socialresearchmethods.net/kb/intreval.php

Basic Guide to Program Evaluation
www.managementhelp.org/evaluatn/fnl_eval.htm

The 2002 user Friendly Handbook for Project Evaluation (last modified June 2004). A 92 page in depth
resource. www.nsf.gov/pubs/2002/nsf02057/start.htm

Project Evaluation Toolkit, University of Tasmania www.utas.edu.au/pet/

Report writing

As well as evaluating the project, you may be required to write a report. You should ascertain from the client
exactly what is required prior to the project starting. The report should be written in consultation with your
stakeholder group. How much input they are expected to provide in the writing of the document should be
resolved. Some facilitators will write the report to the first draft stage and distribute it to the group and client
for comments, before it is finalised.

Project progress report
www.networklearning.org
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Enlivening spaces

We have learnt a lot about working with groups, about the rhythm of a session, and the mix of activity. Have
you ever thought about preparing the space you work in? Here are some questions for reflection:

e Do you get there early to create the space as you want it to be?

e Which orientation of furniture feels best to achieve your purposes? (circle of chairs, set up around a square
table, arc of chairs before the white board)

Is there glare coming in the windows behind you?

s there any clutter in the space you will be presenting from?

What will your participants see when they look towards you?

Do you ‘sound out’ the room with word or song to sense how your voice will travel?

Do you fill the space with your positive presence?

Have you placed pens/paper/water/sweets on the work table?

Experienced facilitators never leave home without extra whiteboard pens, blue tack, scissors, extension lead,
their own lap top and any electronic connectors....!

Training opportunities for artists working in community

Maintaining your professional development takes time and money, however, it's worth it. We work in an area
where it is important to network with peers, to get new ideas and learn new skills. Try to factor in at least one
conference or short course a year to expand your knowledge, make new connections and with any luck, have
some fun.

There are many accredited and unaccredited courses available for artists working in community. Some
organisations will offer one-off courses, Victoria College of Art now have a degree in community cultural
development and other training can be accessed online. Below are a few links to explore:

CCDNSW: Online Diploma in CCD
www.ccdnsw.org/ccdnsw/training/405_dip.php

CANSA: Graduate Diploma in CCD (online course)
www.ccd.net/education/courses/index.html

Victorian College of the Arts (VCA): Post-Graduate Diploma Course and Masters Program in CCD practice
www.vca.unimelb.edu.au/ccdabout/

Queensland Arts Council (QAC). QAC has been running regional community forums since 2004:
WWW.gac.org.au

Volunteering Queensland provides accredited training opportunities.
www.volunteeringqueensland.org.au/DotNet/Training/Default.aspx

Creating Links: a new registered training organisation and consultancy working with government, community
and business and delivering accredited and unaccredited training throughout Queensland.
Email: audreyhutchison@optusnet.com.au for more information.

Creative Regions is a consortium of cultural development workers in the Bundaberg region who work in
community consultation, project management and creative production activity. Email: info@creativeregions.
com.au

Arts Nexus is a service organisation leading and facilitating strategic, sustainable development across the
cultural and creative industries in Far North Queensland. www.artsnexus.com.au/
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Regional Arts Australia: Accredited one day modules delivered in each state, covering: Business Planning;
Network within Communities; Develop Funds and Resources; Undertake Marketing; Work with Collections;
Plan and Program Events; Contribute to Effective Organisation Governance; and Cultivate Productive
Relationships. www.regionalarts.com.au/raal/default.asp. In Queensland this program is delivered through
Queensland Arts Council as Creative Volunteering — No Limits in association with Volunteering Queensland.

For Information about local training: Contact your local council’s Regional Arts Development (RADF) Officer.
In Brisbane it will be a Cultural Development Officer from the Creative Communities Team; also check your
local TAFE.
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