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This paper draws lessons from newDemocracy’s experiences opera>ng various
ci>zens’ juries in Australia including, the South Australia Nuclear Fuel Cycle, and
Democracy in Geelong Ci>zens’ Juries, and the perspec>ves of facilitators involved in
these juries.
Follow these and addi>onal works at hMp://www.newdemocracy.com.au
!

* newDemocracy is an independent, non-par>san research and development organisa>on. We aim to
discover, develop, demonstrate, and promote complementary alterna>ves which will restore trust in
public decision making. These R&D notes are discoveries and reﬂec>ons that we are documen>ng in
order to share what we learn and s>mulate further research and development.
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Importance of facilita7on
What is the ques+on?
How are the usual challenges associated with working with groups addressed in minipublics?
What are the usual answers?
In the poli7cal landscape, groups are commonly chaired (in commiEees) or arbitrated by a
Speaker (in parliaments). When ci7zens are brought together in a public space, for example,
for a town hall mee7ng, a professional facilitator or government staﬀer is employed.
It is commonly assumed that any professional facilitator can facilitate a delibera7ve forum. If
they are experienced with facilita7ng a focus group or a public mee7ng, so this assump7on
goes, then they can surely facilitate a mini-public.
What are the problems with the usual answers?
A mini-public is not a town hall mee7ng which is designed to ‘give people a hearing’ whereas
a mini-public aims to: share opportuni7es for voicing ideas and experiences; ask people to
broaden themselves to other viewpoints; then work to ﬁnd common ground.
Unfortunately, those foolhardy enough to assume that a mini-public is like a focus group, can
come unstuck badly. We note that agencies oSen discover the crucial importance of
facilita7on only aSer their ﬁrst delibera7ve process; and in some scenarios we receive
requests for advice at the midpoint of extended processes. newDemocracy has witnessed a
process go awry, and had to replace a facilitator with someone who more properly
understood public delibera7on. Therefore, when appoin7ng and assessing the merits of a
facilitator, an agency would do well to consider whether facilitators view themselves as the
servant of the room or the star of the show, since problems can stem from the laEer.
A brief focused discussion is not the same as a delibera7on which is held over many days.
Dominant and 7mid personali7es surface, rigid thinking is exposed, and the range of
competencies becomes evident. There are also issues with language or cultural diﬀerences
that can be hidden in a public mee7ng or a focus group.
Delibera7on (See, Delibera7on) requires a diﬀerent type of facilita7on, and the role of the
facilitator can make or break a delibera7ve forum. This is not a free-for-all town mee7ng or
even a commiEee where people take turns to air their opinions. Facilitators who are used to
these ac7vi7es can fail in a delibera7ve environment where the emphasis is on learning a
great deal, exploring common ground, and deciding together.
There have been instances where par7cipants in a mini-public have insisted that a facilitator
be replaced (an unfortunate UK experience), or where a par7cipant has declared the
facilitator biased because the decision making was not going his way, only to have the others
in the mini public demand that the facilitator be allowed to con7nue to enable the group to
ﬁnd its way (aSer the par7cipant took over and tried to lead the group in another direc7on).
What alterna+ve answer (or be7er yet, answers) might solve the problems?
Mini-publics are oSen contested spaces. Real skill is required to be able to communicate
clearly in everyday language, to enable respecXul dialogue, and to build par7cipants’
conﬁdence in their capacity to deliver results; all whilst making progress toward the shared
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end goal. It requires careful process design, and a capable facilitator, or facilita7on team
(Holman et al, 2007).
It is also essen7al to develop a group’s cri7cal-thinking capaci7es, (See, Cri7cal Thinking)
because op7ons must be weighed and diﬃcult choices made that require an awareness of
biases and the interroga7on of evidence. None of us are born with these capaci7es, and a
facilitator needs to support their acquisi7on. A mini-public’s diverse membership is meant to
resemble the en7re popula7on and this brings advantages, as well as inevitable challenges.
Exposure to personal biases and cri7cal-thinking approaches helps to address those
challenges and also equips par7cipants with the ability to moderate their own small-group
discussions.
What are the pros and cons of the alterna+ve answers, compared to the usual answers
and to each other?
In what way is facilita7on of a mini-public diﬀerent from facilita7on of a public workshop?
There are many diﬀerences, star7ng with the group itself. Typically, mini-publics are
randomly selected, and rarely arrive with a pre-determined outcome in mind – instead
almost always curious and excited. They are there because they wish to be there, and
par7cipants’ willingness is a blessing for facilitators. Par7cipants are welcomed into the
space and soon realise the hard work ahead because they are making a decision that will
aﬀect an en7re community or popula7on. During a meet-and-greet session, it is essen7al
that expecta7ons are made transparent. Par7cipants take this role very seriously, but may be
unfamiliar with group work, and they must get down to work quickly. The facilitator must
provide important guidance about how to do this. Once group cohesion is established and
guidelines agreed upon, that hard work should progress smoothly.
Par7cipants in mini-publics are oSen surprised by their ability to work produc7vely within a
diverse group, without having to ignore diﬀerences, when they have a facilitator who
encourages the surfacing of diﬀerences of opinion (for instances of this see, for example,
Gas7l 1993). It is not always easy or comfortable, but there is increased understanding of
other perspec7ves and a willingness to accommodate them.
Given that most mini-publics run for at least a couple of days, it's important for facilitators to
provide a range of ways for jurors to interact; to change the rhythm, the size of small groups,
gehng people moving, allowing 7me for quiet, individual reﬂec7on; to take into account the
diﬀerent learning styles of individuals; and to help keep the group fresh and able to do their
best cri7cal thinking.
Always top-of-mind for the facilitator is that their role is to enable the group to ﬁnd its own
way, not to lead, not to cajole, just to support the group with its own determina7ons (Hardy
et al, 2013). This requires great skill – to honour the group’s own process decisions and be
ﬂexible enough to oﬀer whatever micro-process will prove helpful to the group. Some7mes it
is important for a facilitator to share his or her knowledge, for example, that vo7ng will not
necessarily be helpful – because it’s diﬃcult to shiS one’s viewpoint once vo7ng has
occurred. If the informa7on gathering, or expert ques7oning, or decision-making, is not
working well, then the facilitator, or some7mes par7cipants, will need to try something new
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that does (Hunter et al, 1995). The result should be reminiscent of Lao Tzu’s oS-quoted
claim1, paraphrased here as ‘leadership is best when the people say: we did it ourselves’.
This means that 7meframes cannot be accurately es7mated in advance. There have been
occasions where groups have worked un7l the early hours of the morning (noted by the
author, during the ﬁrst Australian Consensus Conference in 1999 with deeply commiEed
par7cipants). There have been many occasions where groups have insisted on an addi7onal
session to reﬁne their report or clarify its collec7ve recommenda7ons. The facilitator and the
organisers must be prepared for this eventuality and be able to build in addi7onal 7me,
when required.
Delibera7on does not occur in only one room. Some7mes ﬁeld trips are necessary (Twyfords
Consul7ng, 2012). Par7cipants learn an enormous amount and the facilitator must keep up
with this. It is not important that a facilitator knows anything about the topic under
considera7on, indeed it is preferable that he/she does not. It is easy to subconsciously lead a
group toward a pre-determined answer. Shared ignorance can make the facilitator and
par7cipants erstwhile companions on the journey of discovery.
Co-facilita7on works very well because two or more facilitators can aEend to both task
(gehng the job done, staying focused on the group’s purpose) and maintenance (ensuring
each group members is being heard, that the group is working harmoniously). Larger groups
oSen do much of their work in very small groups depending upon the ac7vi7es to be
completed—for example, in the South Australia Nuclear Fuel Cycle Jury with over three
hundred par7cipants and nearly twenty facilitators along with two lead facilitators. This
required tremendous clarity of purpose and consistency, par7cularly with very clear and
shared objec7ves for each session. There are then challenges when reconvening, to maintain
shared goals and outcomes. Mul7ple sets of ears and eyes, and diﬀerent process designers,
are beEer than one – especially since modiﬁca7ons oSen have to be made on the run.
Facilitators know that the group must reach an agreement. This requires tremendous skill, to
hear what group members are saying and respond adequately while also 'pushing through'
to a decision. The facilitator must aEend to the micro-processes at hand to allow this to
happen. There are not many processes in tradi7onal forms of community engagement that
go to this level.
Finally, a facilitator who delights in the experience as much as the par7cipants is a rarity, but
is essen7al for the group’s success. The facilitator must have a genuine curiosity, willingness,
and ability to help the group surface diﬀerences and disagreements while exploring them
respecXully in order to reach an outcome that works for all.
What important ques+ons remain unresolved?
Currently there are not enough facilitators with the skills and experience to successfully
facilitate public delibera7ons, and the demand is likely to increase drama7cally. What can be
done to expand the pool of facilitators with these skills?
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Usually “A leader is best when people barely know he exists, when his work is done, his aim fulﬁlled,
they will say: we did it ourselves.” See, for example: hMp://www.leadershipconsul>ng.com/the-laotzu-approach-to-leadership.htm or “
hMps://www.extension.harvard.edu/professional-development/blog/paradox-leadership
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newDemocracy is extremely interested in the advantages of co-facilita7on. We are currently
exploring an appren7ceship model – encouraging an addi7onal facilitator to come along to a
mini-public, to provide essen7al experience with facilita7ng public delibera7on. It is most
important to deepen the pool of experienced facilitators. We remain interested in
establishing whether or not these skills are innate or able to be learned. We remain
op7mis7c.
newDemocracy is also providing a mentoring role to governments so that in-house staﬀ can
be exposed to the skills of facilita7on for delibera7ng groups.
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