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1 Introduction

In March 2005 the Parliamentary Commissioner for the Environment (PCE) released 

the report of an investigation assessing the effectiveness of the process used by 

Environment Waikato1 and Thames-Coromandel District Council to address the 

environmental pressures arising from ongoing development within the Whangamata 

catchment. The report was called Turning hopes and dreams into actions and results: 

Whangamata, a case study of community planning in a coastal area.

The primary concerns raised by two Whangamata groups related to the management 

of the harbour and wastewater treatment system. The report concluded that, while 

participatory community planning is a good way of tackling complex environmental 

issues, the Whangamata process had shortcomings. These included:

• inadequate understanding by some parts of the Whangamata community of 

legal, environmental, and financial constraints affecting the achievement of 

desired outcomes

• the process not sitting comfortably with other local government processes, such 

as the planning and resource consent processes of the Resource Management Act 

1991

• the lack of ‘champions’ for the process, dedicated resources, and awareness that 

the process was an enduring, long-term project requiring commitment from all 

stakeholders

• insufficient appreciation that ascertaining the causes of declining harbour water 

quality and securing sustainable improvements required an integrated whole-

catchment-based management approach

• the lack of understanding by some parts of the community of the complex 

challenges faced by the district council in providing infrastructure to meet the 

needs of a seasonally fluctuating Whangamata population.

The PCE report made recommendations to address the shortcomings. (See Appendix 

A for full details of the investigation findings and recommendations.) Following the 

release of the PCE report, a workshop was held in Thames to obtain feedback on the 

findings and recommendations. At the workshop, discussion groups were invited to:

• consider the value of participatory planning within an integrated catchment 

management framework 

• explore ways in which the process could be applied in Coromandel Peninsula 

communities.

1 Waikato Regional Council
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This report describes the key messages from the reports of the discussion groups and 

provides guidelines on participating in community processes. The primary purpose 

of the report is to provide information and tools that the workshop participants can 

apply to planning and consultation processes in their home communities, including 

the community outcome processes of the Local Government Act 2002. 

This report also provides notes of three scene-setting workshop presentations that: 

• summarise the PCE investigation

• promote integrated catchment management as a framework for coastal 

management on the Coromandel Peninsula

• promote a systems approach to the provision of infrastructural water systems 

services.
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2 Key workshop messages

2.1 Background to the workshop

The PCE workshop was attended by representatives of Environment Waikato, Thames-

Coromandel District Council, community boards, community interest groups, and 

private individuals.

The workshop commenced with scene-setting presentations on:

• the PCE investigation

• participatory processes

• integrated catchment management

• infrastructural water systems services.

Appendices B to D reproduce slides from three of the presentations.

After the presentations, six discussion groups explored the following themes:

• participatory community planning processes

• integrated catchment management as a framework for community planning

• management of the impact of human activities in significant natural 

environments. 

A number of take-home messages emerged from the discussions. The messages can 

be grouped according to two main themes:

• the importance of maintaining dialogue during community planning

• the need to identify routes to solutions.

The take-home messages are discussed in Sections 2.2 and 2.3.

2.2 How to conduct the dialogue

The PCE investigation found that the process used for developing the Whangamata 

Community Plan helped to get disparate groups into constructive dialogue. However, 

several factors hampered progress, including:

• a lack of sufficient information

• uncertainty about the purpose of the process/plan
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• uncertainty about how the plan would be implemented

• a lack of clear commitment by some key stakeholders

• a lack of awareness that the plan must become an enduring long-term project 

requiring the commitment of dedicated resources.

Key messages from the workshop discussion groups follow. The key messages are 

illustrated with comments taken from the discussion groups’ report back sheets 

(shown in italics).

• Ensure wide community participation, from the start of the planning process 

through to implementation of the plan and its ongoing review

“Get diverse groups actively involved in the planning process”

“Get wide community ownership and participation, early”

• Provide ongoing resourcing and organisation so that the community, councils, 

and other parties with a stake in the community stay on the journey and maintain 

momentum

• Ensure full council and public authority support and commitment to the 

planning process and its outcomes and to facilitating a ‘team’ planning approach

• Ensure strong leadership of the planning process, outcomes, and 

implementation to maintain trust, dialogue, and openness among all stakeholders

• Establish clarity of purpose for the plan and the planning process.

“Provide useful and relevant information”

“Provide $$$$$$$$$”

“Work as a team with the Council”

“The process must be championed by the community and by the Council”

“Participants must have the ability to look past their agendas”

“A clear purpose of what we want to achieve is needed”

“Be clear about limits and constraints”
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2.3 Routes to solutions 

Harbours, estuaries, and coastal waters are highly valued features of the Coromandel 

Peninsula environments and make the district a much sought-after area for occupation 

and recreation. The two councils face significant challenges. They must safeguard the 

quality of the environment from the adverse effects of urban development. They must 

also provide infrastructure to meet the needs of a seasonally fluctuating population. 

The PCE investigation found that water quality in Whangamata Harbour had 

degraded. The investigation also found that water supply and wastewater treatment 

systems servicing the Whangamata community were under significant pressure during 

the summer months. The report advised that an integrated whole-catchment-based 

response to water quality problems was needed. 

The workshop discussion of the PCE findings gave the following key messages about 

ways of moving forward (with comments from the discussion groups’ report back 

sheets shown in boxes).

• Start at the appropriate level – the harbour/estuary catchment – but don’t stay 

there

• Work inwards from the catchment, mapping out the ecosystem as you go

• Incorporate and respect local knowledge.

“Urban development needs its catchment to be sustainable”

“There’s too much procrastination – all the attention is being given to the ‘big 

picture’ and strategic plan and the ‘here and now’ is being ignored or put aside”

“Local knowledge is not acknowledged by decision makers”

“We need to get past the ‘blame’ mentality – include people to get solutions”

“Recognise sub-catchments, understand downstream effects, and develop 

an understanding of constraints and barriers”
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2.4 Conclusions from the workshop

Effective participatory planning requires all participants to:

• have a clear vision of the prize they want to win for the community

• take ownership of the process and outcomes they have selected

• have confidence in themselves, their neighbours, and their community boards and 

councils.

Three principles need to be borne in mind at all times: 

Certainty of the process and potential outcomes

Commitment to the process and desired outcomes

Trust in the process, local wisdom, and council expertise
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3 Guidelines for participating in community 
processes 

3.1 Background to the guidelines

The guidelines are for individuals and organisations who are engaged in, or about to 

engage in, community decision-making processes. They are a result of requests made 

to the Parliamentary Commissioner for the Environment by those taking part in the 

workshop held at Thames on 18 March 2005.

The guidelines are a resource rather than a set of rules, and need to be tailored to suit 

the particular circumstances. 

Carole Donaldson, Community Involvement Consultant, developed them under 

contract to the Parliamentary Commissioner for the Environment.

3.2 Purpose of the guidelines

The purpose of these guidelines is to provide an overview of what to consider 

when deciding whether to engage in a participatory approach to decision-making, 

particularly between communities and local or central government. 

Much has been written about how to design a participatory process and about useful 

tools and techniques. However, these guidelines focus on fundamental questions 

about participation, including what types of behaviours and skills are required of all 

the participants, including the community participants.

Section 3.3 looks at levels of participation from ‘information out’ to full participatory 

approaches. It is important to consider whether the process is appropriate to the 

needs of the participants and to the issue at hand.

Section 3.4 considers the dynamics of groups and the reasons why a person or 

organisation should participate in a group process. It offers some insight into what 

characteristics a well-functioning group displays, and, conversely, how a non-

functioning group behaves. This may allow participants currently engaged in a group 

process to identify problems, or create awareness amongst potential participants 

about group dynamics and expectations. 

Section 3.5 describes some roles, behaviours, and skills that all participants should be 

aware of. Not every participant needs all these skills, but all processes need to include 

people with these skills to be successful.

Section 3.6 provides some suggestions for the structure of the process and project 

design. Having a structure that is well thought through and agreed to provides 

the group with a blueprint or baseline against which they can measure their 

achievements.
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3.3 Levels of involvement in decision-making 

Over the years, the public has demanded a greater involvement in decision-making, 

particularly at the local level. Governments and organisations have responded to 

this demand through a variety of processes, all of which fall under the broad term 

‘consultation’. However, these processes differ in how they work and in what they 

can deliver. It is important, therefore, to understand what each process offers, and 

whether it will deliver the outcomes and level of involvement desired.

Sections 3.3.1 to 3.3.5 describe common processes used when involving the public. 

Note that the processes described have simple, generic labels. Many organisations 

will use a different label to describe these processes. Table 3.1 summarises the main 

characteristics of each process.

Table 3.1 Levels of public involvement in decision-making

Type of process Main characteristics

Information/education Information is supplied with no expectation of comment.

Information feedback Information is supplied about a decision and feedback 

requested, but the proponent2 is not obliged to change 

the decision.

Public consultation Commonly used where local authorities are required 

to consult. Minimal consultation can be carried out to 

meet legislative requirements. Input is usually through 

submissions and hearings.

Advisory committees Committees are made up of major interests, and perhaps 

other interested individuals. Projects may or may not 

change in response to the committee’s input.

Participatory Processes go beyond what is required and provide 

for greater involvement of communities (and other 

interested parties). Processes are principle driven. Process 

of engagement (including how decisions are made) is 

transparent and actively seeks the best solution.

2 That is the individual or organisation which has initiated the participatory process
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3.3.1 Public information/education

A public information process is used to make the public aware of decisions that have 

more or less been made. There may not be any request for comment. Examples of 

this process include emergency management procedures, some municipal council 

regulatory requirements, and the results of polls or research.

Information on specific issues, such as how to conserve water or protect habitat, is 

often developed and distributed without public input and is considered ‘educational’ 

or ‘awareness raising’. This information may be sent out before the start of a project 

or before a decision is made to prepare the public for further involvement.

3.3.2 Public information feedback

When a decision has made and the public has been invited to comment, we move 

slightly along the public involvement continuum. Examples of public information 

feedback include decisions regarding consents, or some policy decisions. This form of 

involvement is used where ‘experts’ or elected officials have discussed and decided 

on a policy, plan, or project, and they wish to have feedback from the public on that 

decision. The public has no input at the conceptual stage of the decision and, in 

fact, the process involves seeking affirmation for something that is already decided. 

The decision maker does not usually have to take public comment into 

account.

3.3.3 Public consultation

We are most familiar with this level of public involvement. Much has been written 

about public consultation, including case law through the Environment Court.

Local authorities, in particular, often have a responsibility to consult with their 

communities on projects, plans, or policies where there is deemed to be sufficient 

‘public interest’ or the risk of environmental harm. The public is notified of these 

projects through newspaper advertisements and submissions are called for. In some 

cases, the local authority will bring interest groups and interested individuals together 

to discuss the project and gather input. 

Note that the public is not usually informed of the proposal until it is well developed 

and past the needs determination and conceptual stages.

These processes tend to be confrontational because something is ‘on the 

table’ and communities are being asked to comment. 
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3.3.4 Advisory committees

More and more, local authorities are using advisory committees. These committees 

often help identify potential issues and concerns about a particular project, plan, or 

policy. Input from the committee may be used to refine or reject what is ‘on the table’. 

However, the committee does not share any responsibility or ownership in the project 

since the need was not determined with their input. Ongoing implementation may be 

totally out of their hands.

The committee often has little incentive to work for creative, alternative 

solutions – only to act as a critic.

3.3.5 Participatory processes

Truly participatory processes represent quite a leap on the public involvement 

continuum. These processes are by their nature inclusive. They recognise the rights 

of all affected parties to be at the table. They allow the participants to be part of 

confirming/refining the project ‘need’ and direction, as well as analysing the issues 

and identifying solutions.

Participatory processes are principle driven, that is, the work is carried out within a 

framework of principles. Examples of principles might be:

• all interests are represented and acknowledged – the process is inclusive

• all forms of knowledge are important – cultural, local, scientific, and so on

• consensus decision-making is the preferred approach

• all participants strive for active listening and constructive participation.

Participatory processes offer the most comprehensive approach to local 

decision-making. They engender greater ownership in the decisions thus 

making successful outcomes more likely.

3.4 How groups work

This section is useful for decision-making situations where the community is likely to 

be very involved in the process. It is important to recognise that no two groups will 

function in the same way. The same group may act differently from one meeting 

to another. This fluid dynamic makes working with, and being a member of, these 

groups challenging and exciting. 
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3.4.1 Engaged participants

Participants need to have a reason to participate, and confidence that the process will 

achieve a positive outcome. Several questions, therefore, should be considered before 

a process gets formally underway.

• What does the promoter of the process require? What do they expect to come 

out of the process – a community plan, a development plan, a policy?

• Is the need best met by a participatory process? (Ask whether decisions have 

already been made, what level and type of change is possible, and so on.)

• Are the resources available to support the process? (Resources include time, 

information, and dollars.)

• Is there a commitment to implementing the outcome of the process? What 

mechanisms exist for ensuring implementation?

• Is the promoter capable of leading a group process? For example, should there be 

a neutral facilitator?

• Who is likely to have an interest in the outcome and how can they be best 

represented? (It is better to have all interests ‘at the table’ than to have some 

outside the process as this can cause conflict and confrontation.)

3.4.2 Characteristics of groups

Groups display certain characteristics if they are functioning well and others if they 

are not functioning well. Many processes fail because of a lack of ability to recognise 

when, where, and why problems exist, and how to overcome problems. 

Table 3.2 shows some of the characteristics of groups that are functioning well and 

groups that are not functioning well.

3.4.3 ‘Taking the pulse’

If the group falls into the ‘not functioning well’ category, it may be useful to consider 

the following questions.

• Is there an obvious area of discontent (such as purpose, tasks as delineated, lack 

of action, leadership)?

• Does the group have – and understand – a vision with objectives and strategies 

for achievement?

• Are there personalities within the group who are disruptive?

• Do the members interact and talk freely about problems and issues?

• Does the group lack confidence in, for example, the leader, the outcomes, or its 

support?

• Do the meeting environment and process encourage cooperation?
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Table 3.2 Characteristics of groups

Groups that are functioning well Groups that are not functioning well

Cohesiveness

Sense of togetherness

Team spirit

Shared purpose and vision

Low morale

No sense of purpose

Trust and cooperation evident

Ability to solve problems

Unified desire to accomplish tasks

Negative questioning of roles and tasks

Inability to resolve issues.

Stable membership

Limited absenteeism

Members come and go

No stable core

Shared belief that tasks can only be 
achieved through working together 
and that the objectives are worth 
striving for

Strongly held beliefs that certain people 
are responsible

No sense of pulling together or collective 
responsibility

May form subgroups that ‘take sides’

Strong communication between 
members both non-verbal (e.g. eye 
contact, body language) and verbal 
(e.g. ability to debate contentious 
issues in a constructive way)

May even develop own jargon

Argumentative discussion over minor 
issues 

Reluctance to discuss substantive issues

No active listening – members talk over 
one another

Leadership from wherever is 
appropriate for the task in hand, not 
necessarily the chair or the expert

No obvious leadership
‘Loudest’ often takes over
Personality rather than outcome driven

3.4.4 Group development

Groups do not usually come together immediately as a unified, trusting entity. Several 

developmental stages are common to most groups. Table 3.3 shows stages of group 

development. The stages are presented sequentially. Note that groups may not go 

through these stages smoothly, that is, they may go so far, move back, move forward, 

go off on a tangent, and so on. However, the group will go through these stages at 

some time. 

Acknowledge and understand the stages of group development to avoid writing off 

processes as unworkable if there is no apparent agreement after a couple of meetings. 

It can take several meetings (sometimes months) before the level of trust and purpose 

is sufficiently well developed to move the project forward. 
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Table 3.3 Stages of group development

Forming The group is anxious and asks many questions. Members try to 
assess whether they belong and what the benefits of participation 
might be.

Task definition is critical. Participants need some sense of how 
tasks might be achieved. They are implicitly searching for a 
leader. They are looking for the motives of the proponent and for 
behavioural norms.

This stage is often characterised by suspicion, tension, and 
cynicism. Form and function are determined here.

Storming Members begin to voice concerns more freely, and demand to be 
heard. Arguments occur over relatively minor points. Deviation 
from the agenda is common. Personalities become obvious.

Hierarchy is challenged. Control efforts may become 
confrontational. Verbal attacks are common; defensiveness results.

Some may attempt to redefine the purpose etc. Emotion can be 
displayed at this stage either for or against the project. At this 
point, many group processes break down. 

Norming Relief is in sight…members start to settle down. Opinions have 
been heard and there is now some understanding of interests. 
Many conflicts have been resolved and members listen more to 
one another and are more open-minded.

Cohesion and unity become apparent. Members are more relaxed 
and trusting of one another. Members start to actively support 
each other; cooperation on tasks begins. Planning starts. Clear 
goals and objectives are established.

Easy familiarity and communication are obvious. Individual 
strengths are recognised. Still may be some emotion from those 
who ‘just want action’ or ‘to get on with it’. The group can easily 
fall back into ‘storming’.

Performing Fluidity exists in the way structures form and reform within the 
group. Members are very comfortable with purpose and tasks. 
Mechanisms for achievement are in place. More issues dealt with 
‘intuitively’ without confrontational debate. Successes, even minor 
ones, are celebrated and the group moves easily to the next task in 
hand. Members reinforce and support each other. Enthusiasm may 
be high for more projects – possibly more ambitious ones.

Dorming The group recognises and actively plans for the end of its work. 
Long-standing groups often find it hard to ‘let go’ once the 
tasks have been accomplished. A sense of loss may lead to some 
members trying to prolong the group beyond its mandate.
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3.5  Roles, behaviours, and skills

The success of participatory processes depends not only on a well-defined purpose 

and well-motivated participants, but also on acknowledgement and acceptance of 

appropriate roles, behaviours, and skills.

3.5.1 Everyone has a role

Several roles emerge in a group process. Some of these, such as the chairperson or 

secretary, are part of the formal nature of task-oriented groups. Others, such as leader 

or facilitator, are a result of needs within the process. The exact nature of these roles 

will depend very much on the make-up and issues of the group and may change over 

time. Table 3.4 describes some of these roles.

3.5.2 Group behaviours

We can categorise group behaviours as ‘participatory’ or ‘conventional’. Successful 

participatory processes differ from conventional processes in many ways.

Table 3.5 shows the differences in behaviour between a participatory group and a 

conventional group.

3.5.3 Expertise and skills of group participants

Every individual brings to the group an expertise or skill in something. Expertise and 

skills may include:

• extensive local knowledge

• complex scientific or technical knowledge

• good administrative abilities 

• popularity or status within a community.

Well-functioning participatory groups acknowledge different types of expertise 

and skills and work effectively with them. Underlying these are some basic ‘people 

skills’ that enable the group to work cohesively and with a shared sense of trust and 

purpose.

Four basic people skills are required to work effectively as part of a group:

• understanding how people think and learn 

• understanding body language 

• active listening

• understanding appropriate language use. 

These skills are all important elements of communication.
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Table 3.4 Roles within a participatory process

Role Responsibility

Leader Motivates and animates the group. Ensures the group achieves 
its goals, enables all members to participate to the best of their 
ability.

Is not necessarily the chairperson. A successful leader knows 
when to lead, when to allow others to lead. ‘Each person is a 
trinity…leader/subordinate/colleague.’

Facilitator Makes sure meetings run smoothly and effectively.

Two types of facilitator exist:

1. The neutral professional

2. The ‘socio-emotional’ leader who has universal popularity 
and the confidence of all participants – the person participants 
often turn to when they want to discuss concerns and seek 
advice.

Good facilitators can recognise conflict almost before it 
occurs. They can recognise consensus and prevent discussions 
going around in circles. They can act as ‘counsellor’, offering 
constructive advice and support to members who may feel 
disempowered by the process.

Chairperson Lays out the rules and procedures of the meeting (as agreed 
by the members early in the process). Ensures people speak in 
turn. Keeps order at the meetings. May appoint subgroups and 
makes sure administrative duties are attended to.

Resource person Provides advice and information on request, and clarifies 
specific questions or issues.

Group member Participates positively in the group and commits to any action 
or decision reached by the group.

Focuses on win–win results, and minimises conflict.

Actively listens and hears all points of view with an open mind.

Is willing to explore new ideas; asks pertinent questions and is a 
constructive critic.

Confers with the organisation they represent as efficiently, 
effectively, and truthfully as possible so group process is not 
held up.
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Table 3.5 Differences between participatory and conventional group 
behaviour

Participatory groups Conventional groups

Everyone participates, not just the vocal 
few.

The fastest and loudest get more air 
time.

People give each other room to think 
and get their thoughts together.

People interrupt on a regular basis.

Opposing views are allowed to co-exist. Differences are treated as conflict that 
must be stifled or solved.

People draw each other out with 
supportive questions.

Questions are delivered and perceived as 
challenges.

Each member makes the effort to pay 
attention to the person speaking.

Unless the speaker is especially 
captivating, people don’t pay attention 
to the person speaking.

People are able to listen to each other’s 
ideas and know their own ideas will
also be heard.

People have difficulty listening because 
they are too busy rehearsing what they 
want to say, usually in judgement.

Members feel able to speak up on 
controversial matters; everyone knows 
where everyone else stands.

Some members remain silent and no 
one really knows where everyone is at.

Members can accurately represent each 
other’s points of view – even if they 
don’t agree with them.

Individuals rarely give accurate 
representation of views that do not 
coincide with their own.

People don’t talk behind others’ backs. People talk behind each other’s backs, 
or ‘scheme’.

Members are encouraged to stand up 
for their values and beliefs.

People with minority perspectives are 
discouraged from speaking out.

Problems are not considered solved until 
everyone understands the reasoning.

Problems are considered solved as soon 
as the fastest and loudest pronounce 
them so; others are expected to come 
on board regardless of understanding.

Agreements reflect a wide range of 
perspectives.

Agreements are assumed to mean that 
everyone is thinking the same thing.
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The ability to communicate clearly and effectively is perhaps the most fundamental 

skill required in participatory processes. One of the most common criticisms from 

group processes that ‘they just don’t listen’ – whoever ‘they’ might be. 

Communication is not just about speaking or fancy brochures. Numerous studies 

have shown that the impact of communication is 55 percent body language, 38 

percent the tone and quality of your voice, and only 7 percent is the content. This 

demonstrates how critical it is to know how to deliver the content or its importance 

may be lost. Figure 3.1 shows these percentages as a ‘communication pie’.

Figure 3.1 The communication pie

3.5.4 Understanding how others learn and think

People learn and think in different ways. This is a complex topic, but one way of 

describing different types of learners categorises people according to the three 

headings that follow.

Visual learners tend to process information as a series of images. That is, the ‘mind’s 

eye’ sees the information in context and forms clear, mental pictures. This type of 

learner speaks quickly, and is adept at thinking and speaking on their feet. Remember 

the classmate who always had their hand up?  

Auditory learners tend to turn information into more detailed sound bites. They 

have an ‘inner voice’ that may echo what is being said to turn it into more useable 

information. This takes longer for the brain to process, so this type of learner often 

appears to be deep in thought and may take some time to formulate a response.

Content
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55%
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Kinesthetic learners tend to turn the information into a series of motions; they feel 

a physical sensation as a result of the information. The brain takes time to process the 

information, therefore the person takes time to respond. Often these types of thinkers 

are ‘written off’ as non-communicative.

These explanations of different ways that people learn and think show that visual 

learners can easily take groups over. Visual learners can think fast on their feet, can 

formulate responses very quickly, and can overshadow or intimidate those who may 

need time to develop a response. Therefore, a group needs to allow time for everyone 

to consider and formulate their response. 

Each learning type has a preferred method of communication. Therefore, information 

should be presented in a variety of ways using, for example, verbal presentations, 

maps and pictures, as well as detailed written materials.

3.5.5 Body language

Body language encompasses those elements of participation that are non-verbal. 

Non-verbal participation includes the following elements:

• Facial expressions can convey happiness, surprise, fear, sadness, anger, disgust, 

contempt, interest, understanding, bewilderment, or neutrality

• Eye contact (or gaze) sends and receives information, signals attention and 

attitude, and facilitates speech interaction

• Gestures and bodily movements coordinate speech and create emphasis and 

emotion (such as fist clenching for aggression, face touching for anxiety, and 

scratching for self-blame or self-consciousness)

• Body postures reveal something about personal attitudes. Relaxed, attentive, 

and interested individuals tend to lean slightly towards the speaker. An assertive 

individual will have shoulders squared, chest out, and often hands on hips. An 

individual with an established position of power or status will sit relaxed, leaning 

back, and often with feet on the desk. Someone who is not interested in what is 

going on will be slouched forward or sideward, will often shuffle feet and hands, 

and will be distracted easily. 

Note that those who appear relaxed, attentive, and comfortable with the situation 

are more likely to be trusted and respected than those who look agitated, bored, 

frightened, or aggressive.
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3.5.6 Active listening

Active listening is the act of listening, processing, and responding to verbal 

information. Common complaints from public participatory processes are ‘he doesn’t 

really listen’, or ‘it goes in one ear and out the other’. Both complaints reflect that the 

receiver may have heard the words, but is not doing anything with or about them.

Active listening requires suspending judgement about what is being said until the 

speaker has finished and you are able to think about the information. Active listening 

is about demonstrating to the speaker that you are interested and taking in what is 

being said. Body language can demonstrate interest, as can asking useful questions 

of clarification or fact, and responding in a way that shows some reflection and 

consideration.

3.5.7 Language

Elements of verbal communication that influence the message received by the listener 

are tone of voice, accent, emphasis, speed, and pauses. Using language that is readily 

understandable yet not demeaning or patronising is critical. A skilled communicator 

can convey complex or technical information so that the audience understands it. A 

poor communicator will not communicate the meaning successfully.

3.5.8 Why is it important to know about communication?  

This document is about enabling communities to participate effectively in decision-

making processes. To achieve this, people need to be able to communicate clearly and 

effectively, both non-verbally and verbally. We are looking for ways to:

• understand and perhaps influence the attitudes and behaviours of others

• work cooperatively with others

• lead and/or facilitate the actions of others

• affect the emotional state of others (for example, by dealing with conflict, 

uncertainty, and disaffection)

• convey knowledge, information, and understanding.

3.6 Process and project design

Good process does not just happen; it is the result of agreement and commitment by 

the participants on several elements. Table 3.6 shows the elements of good process. 
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Table 3.6 Elements of good process

 
Good process:

Principled  is purpose driven – people need a reason to participate 

 is inclusive – all parties with an interest should be involved 

 is self-designed – the parties design the process 

 is flexible – looks for opportunities to improve 

 is open to equal opportunity – gives access to information, 
enables people to participate 

 respects diverse interests – shows acceptance of diverse 
values, interests, and knowledge 

 shows accountability – to those they represent, to the process, 
and to the agreed outcomes 

 clarifies the limits – sets boundaries and realistic timelines 

 is followed by implementation and monitoring – to ensure 
objectives are achieved 

 respects voluntary participation – respects and acknowledges 
volunteer effort

Designed  clarifies purpose – why people should participate

 agrees on process – what, when, how, where, who

 structures the outcome – vision, goals, objectives, tasks

 uses good communication – uses a variety of methods to suit 
target audience; uses feedback loops

 makes sure resources are available – financial, time, human, 
information 

 encourages commitment – participants should share 
responsibility and be committed to the process and its outcomes 

 monitors and implements – contingency plans, success criteria, 
work plans

Flexible  is a learning process – responsive to new information 

 seeks the ‘third way’ – looks at a new way of solving the issue 
or selects the best from different views

 is willing to change – doesn’t hold on to preconceived ideas if 
they are found wanting

 accepts conflict – turns conflict into creative tension
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3.6.1 Making decisions

A further consideration in the design of a process is how decisions are to be made. 

Participatory processes often work most effectively using a consensus approach. Note 

that a fallback process should also be discussed where consensus cannot be reached.

Consensus decisions are decisions or ‘packages’ that the group can live with – not 

necessarily the decision each individual might have made. Everyone involved must 

agree or the decision is majority determined rather than consensus. 

In consensus processes, participants work together to design a process that maximises 

their ability to resolve differences. The process leader or facilitator needs to recognise 

consensus when it is reached. When groups agree on something, it needs to be 

captured or brought to closure to avoid the discussion opening up again and ‘going 

round in circles’. 

Fallback processes could include:

• agreeing to limit the length of time given to each item on the agenda 

• closing discussion at one meeting and allowing it to be placed on a further 

agenda

• assigning responsibility for the decision to an individual or group 

• asking for further information.

If none of these processes work, consider taking a vote. The group must determine 

at the outset what constitutes a majority – a simple majority (that is, anything over 

50 percent), or a larger number (for example, 60 percent).

Discussing how you will make decisions and having this clearly recorded is 

important to maintaining good process.

3.6.2 Elements of good projects

Most participatory processes result in projects aimed at resolving the issues that 

precipitated the need for the process. Participants should be aware of what they need 

to consider when designing a project. Table 3.7 shows the basic elements of good 

projects.
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Table 3.7 Elements of good projects

1. Create the ‘big picture’ What is the need/issue? What is the scope of the 

project? What are the limits or boundaries?

2. Design the team What skills or information are needed? How will 

the team operate? Who will lead the team? Who 

will take on other roles?

3. Develop the project plan Add details to the big picture. Determine 

boundaries. Assess schedules and budgets. Assess 

risk. Identify fallback positions and criteria for 

success.

4. Carry out the tasks Monitor progress. Manage changes as required.

5. Evaluate achievement Evaluate achievement using established criteria. 

Celebrate success. Recognise lessons learned for 

future projects.
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