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Community panels are a highly eective tool for deliberative engagement. They invite people from
across a community to come together as experts in the issues that affect them.  Diversity of experience 
and diversity of perspective is highly valuable in panel discussions, but it comes with risks.  As facilitators, 
we need to create a safe meeting space where conflicting and unpopular opinions can be talked about 
respectfully to enrich the group’s understanding. 

COMMUNITY PANEL  
PRACTICE GUIDE 
Supportive and productive meetings

PART 
TWO

Community 
panels are 
a highly 
effective tool 
for deliberative 
engagement

This guide explores some practices to create supportive and productive meetings for 
community panels. 
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Have an agenda
Why is this important?

Panel members will be more 
prepared for each meeting 
and can anticipate what will 
be discussed, which helps it 
run smoothly. 

Everyone has an 
understanding of what 
the meeting hopes to 
achieve, which empowers 
all participants to guide the 
discussion back to key focus 
areas. 

Knowing their role, when they 
can contribute and have breaks 
reduces anxiety panel members 
may feel. 

Prepare a clear agenda for each meeting that sets out how the meeting will flow from start to end.  
It should include start and finish times, key topics to be discussed and when to expect breaks.  Send 
it out to panel members at least a week before the meeting. 

At times it can be really difficult to estimate how long a process will take, and some parts of the 
agenda may take longer than expected.  You may need to adjust the times for each section as you 
go but it is important for meetings to finish on time. 

Clearly communicate to the participants if the agenda needs to change.  This also allows for 
flexibility within the meeting. 

What does this look like in practice?

Welcoming people to the meeting
Why is this important?

Being predictable creates 
a sense of safety, panel 
members understand their 
role and where and when 
they can participate. 

You can demonstrate 
cultural safety and respect 
by beginning with an 
Acknowledgement of 
Country, and inviting 
any traditional owners to 
perform a Welcome to 
Country. 

Starting the meeting with 
positive, upbeat energy sets 
the tone for the whole session. 

What does this look like in practice?

 

 

 

Starting on time

Communicating with panel members who are waiting for a meeting to start.   
Eg.  broadcasting messages to your online ‘waiting room’. 

Establishing a ritual for how you start. 

Acknowledgement of Country, participation from group members. 

Smiling, positive energy. 
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Start each meeting with a warm-up activity or icebreaker
Why is this important?

Gives panel  
members a chance 
to get to know each 
other, in a fun,  
informal and 
sometimes 
interactive way. 

An opportunity 
to practice using 
technology, software 
or applications 
that will be needed 
throughout the 
meeting. 

It sets the tone for 
the meeting and 
shows participants 
that it is okay to 
speak up and share 
ideas. 

Ensures panel 
members that are 
new to this style 
of the meeting 
are relaxed and 
comfortable enough 
to participate. 

A brief, easy activity that encourages positive interaction between participants. 

A variety of warm-up activities can be used in each meeting, whether it be a vote, open-ended 
question or even a ranking activity. 

Icebreakers are to be used close to the beginning of a meeting, after Acknowledgement of Country, 
housekeeping and introductions. 

Link the activity to the workshop content, perhaps asking participants to ponder a relevant question. 

What does this look like in practice?

Establish group agreements early in the process
Why is this important?

Every community panel has different 
and diverse people, and what has 
worked for previous panels may not 
apply to all.  Providing an opportunity 
for panel members to voice their 
needs and share what makes them 
feel safe will keep everyone on 
the same page, and have a higher 
chance of creating a safe and 
productive working space. 

Provide a safe space for individuals 
to determine what behaviours or 
courtesies will make them feel heard 
and included

What does this look like in practice?

Schedule time in the first meeting for group participants to create a group agreement.  This could 
be a list of guidelines or ideas for how to address more challenging situations. 

 

Be prepared to suggest some ideas to start the discussion about what to include in their group 
agreement. 

At the beginning of each meeting, allow for a short recap of these group agreements

Welcome additions and amendments to these agreements throughout the process
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Facilitated group discussions
Why is this important?

Managing group discussions to allow all voices to be heard and keep the conversation 
in scope. 

Equitable contribution from all panel members builds potential for more robust 
discussions, as well as faith in the process. 

Nurturing a productive and respectful environment where people feel safe to share 
their ideas. 

Ensures the meeting is kept in line with the agenda and running on time. 

Encourages feedback from everyone who has been recruited to the panel. 

 

Structured facilitator-led discussions, balanced with opportunities for less structured conversations.  
For example, calling on participants who haven’t responded yet to contribute. 

What does this look like in practice?

A variety of paired, small group and larger group discussions, where appropriate. 

Having some key phrases up your sleeve to steer panel members back to the topic, such as “That’s 
a really interesting point, however…”

Using all the tools available to allow for panel members who are not as confident in articulating 
their views verbally to write their thoughts in the chat or share information in pairs. 
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Allow an appropriate amount of time for breaks
Why is this important?

Letting participants know when to expect a break so they can be fully present in the meeting. 

Prioritising time for breaks and not letting the meeting run into break time

It is useful to incorporate a representation of how much time is left of each break to ensure 
everyone uses their break eectively, and returns to the meeting at the same time.  This could be a 
visual timer or a song. 

Ask participants to remain in the meeting for their break, and simply turn their video and 
microphone off when using Zoom or other platforms

Helps panel members 
remain alert during 
meetings and 
conversations. 

Ensures optimal 
participation in all 
activities and allows 
for a more robust 
decision-making 
process. 

Particularly important 
for meetings held 
during usual meal 
times. 

In periods of 
lengthened screen 
time, or time being 
seated, it is important 
for everyone to have 
a stretch and a short 
break for refreshments. 

What does this look like in practice?

Appropriate time and consideration of questions in breakout sessions
Why is this important?

Gives an opportunity 
to change the “energy” 
of the meetings, 
focusing on panel 
member participation 
rather than the formal 
presentations for the 
whole group. 

A large proportion of 
feedback in relation 
to the most enjoyable 
aspect of being on a 
panel was interacting 
with other participants. 

Allows for an 
appropriate amount 
of focus for the 
topic of focus, and 
opportunities for 
considered responses 
from the panel 
members. 

Panel members may 
feel more comfortable 
contributing in smaller 
groups. 

Broadcasting relevant questions and allowing time for discussion. 

Consider changing the composition of breakout groups to ensure panel members are able to 
interact with as many other participants as possible. 

Be mindful of grouping panel members that have “not gotten along” previously. 

 

What does this look like in practice?

Allowing time for panel member-led discussion within each breakout session. 
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Encourage informed discussion
Why is this important?

Community panels are a fantastic space for community members to discuss important 
issues to their area, but to make this discussion meaningful and useful these discussions 
need to be informed.  Providing factual information about the key issues provides 
context and foundations, and can be used by facilitators to steer conversations away 
from conjecture and comments based on stereotypes

Local government act 
requirements for  
deliberation, and good 
practice!

Increasing the quality and 
relevance of participant 
contributions when it is based 
on facts and lived experience, 
rather than experience alone. 

Opportunity to build capacity 
and create advocates for your 
project and organisation. 

Builds Councillors and Council 
staff confidence in the 
engagement process and the 
results of the engagement 
program. 

Panel members feel more 
confident contributing to 
discussion. 

Encourages people to be 
community minded and think 
about the needs of others

What does this look like in practice?
Providing discussion guides, videos and presentations on key information such as the roles and 
responsibilities of the three levels of government, summaries of relevant legislation, case studies 
and best practice. 

Using short presentations and recapping information that is essential is shared with the group. 

Linking and referring back to the information shared “what was surprising to you?”

Have “content experts” in each breakout room to answer questions and provide relevant 
information during discussions. 

Check in with participants to check their understanding of shared information and address any 
gaps or misunderstandings before moving into discussion. 

Use case studies or personas to broaden participants’ outlook and consider the information from 
another person’s point of view. 

Provide information about community needs so that participants understand the variety of 
perspectives and experiences. 
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Encourage and welcome feedback from participants
Why is this important?

Opportunities to provide feedback make 
participants feel heard and can be a great 
resource for facilitators in planning and 
preparing for the following meeting

This is a simple way to understand whether the 
style of presentation or meeting is suitable for 
the intended audience. 

Taking the time to listen and understand the issue being raised

Providing contact information of the person responsible for handling feedback

Responding to all feedback in a timely manner

What does this look like in practice?


