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Supplementary guidance for facilitating citizen or community panels
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The aim of citizen panels is to gather the views of a representative panel of citizens. The groups will include different social classes and ethnicities, ages, and genders, and may include those who regularly engage with the natural environment and those who don’t. Community panels may be made up of different compositions, but typically still seek to represent different backgrounds and perspectives on an equal footing. 

An important goal of facilitation is to help level out pre-existing, often implicit power relations between different individuals and social groups. This means helping to facilitate your group in a way that seeks to balance the amount of time spoken by different people, and that when citizens are asked to form shared opinions or shared values together, that this is based on a process of common deliberation rather than implicit power because of differences in e.g., social status or expertise. This involves moderating and levelling out how much different people speak, and also managing any behaviours that act as an expression of power. An important part of this is also to make people participants feel confident their views are welcome and there are no stupid opinions or questions. 

Key approaches, techniques and tips that can help with this include:

· Be neutral
· Be wary of complimenting, validating, or expressing an opinion about peoples contributions (e.g. don’t say things like ‘that was great/very helpful/informative/etc’). We almost inevitably do this selectively, and also this can be experienced as patronising.  
It’s sufficient to thank someone for their contribution. 
· Avoid leading questions, e.g. to try to get participants to voice a point that you feel should be made.
· Don’t be seduced into feeding in your own opinions to improve an argument. 
· Be careful if you wear two hats, facilitator and expert – limit the amount of expertise you contribute, avoid playing this role if possible – often one of the participants will have the relevant expertise anyway.
· Prompting participants
· Don’t over-facilitate. You don’t need to explain everything three times or in unnecessary detail.
· Opinions and views will usually come by themselves, don’t worry about not getting enough or good quality content.
· If there isn’t much forthcoming, try to narrow down the question to more specific prompts. 
· Prompting for more depth is good, if there is something interesting developing, ask more questions (though keep a check that a single interesting individual doesn’t become dominant). 
· Summarizing, checking, and reflecting back
· It can often be helpful if someone has said a lot, to summarise what you think they have said, and then check with them if that is accurate. This helps other participants to recap and stay with the discussion.
· Don’t do this  for short contributions, 
· Structured go rounds
· These are extremely useful for bringing in opinions from everyone in the group, not just those who naturally come forward.
· Allow participants to pass if they like, then at the end ask any participants who passed if they want to contribute
· Limit the time people speak. Usually a minute is enough, interrupt after that to make sure there is no dominance.
· Don’t let go-rounds turn into discussion, if people want to respond, this can be after everyone has spoken
· Do go-rounds in different order, i.e. if there’s multiple in a workshop, follow any random order, don’t necessarily follow how people are seated. Consider starting with someone who hasn’t spoken much yet.

· Open discussion
· Open discussion can be very useful to bring in unstructured ideas and allow debate more fully. This is often useful following on from a more structured exercise. A balance of more and less structured activity brings balance to the flow of a meeting, with the structured activities allowing everyone to input, and building confidence for people to express and develop their views, and the open discussion allowing for debating this.
· Open discussion allows more free flow than structured go-rounds, but still requires moderating those who speak a lot. If people speak for long or very frequently, it is fine to politely interrupt them, and explicitly ask the views of those who haven’t spoken as much yet.
· Allow for conflicting and changing views
· Be comfortable with different and conflicting views, and encourage people to express a different view to what has been said previously, by asking questions like ‘Does anyone have a different perspective on this?’, or if there is an apparent majority view, something like ‘I am aware many people have taken view x, but this does not mean everyone has to take this perspective. Does anyone have a different view? – all views are welcome’. Such questions encourage people to bring out perspectives that they aren’t sure are welcome.
· It can be helpful to see if people have been impacted in their views by the discussion, by asking if this is the case. Asking helps participants to consider this, and also validates/normalises change.
· Inacceptable contributions
· It is helpful to state ground rules at the start of a meeting and asking peoples agreement to be respectful to each other.
· The following are examples of inappropriate behaviour:
· Starting side conversations with others whilst someone is talking
· Repeated interrupting
· Talking over someone
· Derogatory, patronising, or belittling comments
· Expressions of racism, sexism, homophobia, or ableism in relation to other members of the group. 
· Ad hominem comments in general, i.e. dismissing a view because of a perceived or actual characteristic of the person who expressed it, rather than its substance.
· It is important that a facilitator immediately, politely points out the behaviour and requesting that it is stopped. It is extremely important that any such behaviour is nipped in the bud straight away (i.e., not just after repeated transgressions, though sensible judgement should be used with occasional, respectful interruptions in lively discussions).
· If people repeatedly show inappropriate behaviour, if possible, it is worth asking a second, roaming facilitator to step in and take them apart, asking them if they have any concerns or issues they are struggling to express. Often, feeling they are heard more completely, can help end the inappropriate behaviour, and by taking disruptive people aside, the flow of the process can continue.
· Where behaviour is highly inappropriate, particularly where it is repeated it is acceptable to ask people to leave.
· Out of scope comments/discussion points
· Not everyone has the same ability to stay focused on the question to hand, and some people have ‘pet’ views or interests that they may bring in regardless of the topic or the limits of the decision making context at hand. These need to be cut short, don’t let people digress on them.
· Clearly state that the topic is not within the scope of the event, but it may be helpful to provide an outlet for them, e.g. have an ‘other concerns’ sheet on the wall where people or facilitators can note down any such issues, or in a discussion, noting down their concern yourself, and stating it is noted (and may be included in a report of the event), which can help move the discussion on.
image1.png
Ecologos




