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Preparing for a Consensus Meeting

THE CONSENSUS MEETING

A good consensus meeting is a well-prepared meeting.  The meeting can consist of a review of the study materials with member discussion and formulation of responses to the consensus questions led by a discussion leader and noted by a recorder.  Members of the LWVM Fiscal Policy Update committee are willing to serve as resources for your League at this meeting, schedules permitting.  

PRESENTATION
The Fiscal Policy Update committee has included information for a member of your  League to serve as resource person. We have designed the materials so as to be able to be presented and discussed within a 1 ½ to 2 hour meeting. You can also provide the information to your members ahead of time through your bulletin to assist them in preparing for the consensus. We have included items for your bulletin in this toolkit.  

It is important to have enough time for the consensus discussion and question response.  Too much information handed out at the consensus meeting can cause confusion and interrupt the flow of the consensus discussion. The discussion leader should use a discussion outline in keeping with the presentation and the consensus questions.  The recorder will keep a written record of the consensus discussion to assist in completing the consensus report. Recorders are not allowed to participate in the discussion.

Make sure you have copied the handouts for your attendees and prepared the flip chart with the consensus questions.

THE DISCUSSION LEADER


It is essential to have a good discussion leader for the consensus meeting.  The result of the consensus discussion depends not only on the study committee's contribution but the effectiveness of the discussion leader.  Key points for the discussion leader to keep in mind are:

· Remind those present that only League members can participate.

· Establish an atmosphere where the members feel comfortable expressing even unpopular views.

· Guide the group through discussion without argument or debate.  Do not let an individual dominate the conversation.  

· Utilize inclusive language, for example, "We have heard from Mary, now does anyone disagree or have anything to add?  What do you think, John?"

· Listen carefully to discern member agreement.  Recapitulate tentative areas of agreement for clarification, for example: "What I hear you saying is that you are willing to support a new school building if there is money available?  Am I correct?"

· Keep the group focused on the consensus questions.  "That is an interesting anecdote, we seem to have covered this point and should move on to the next question."

· Be perceptive.  Watch for any obstacles to discussion, where more information is needed, if the discussion is becoming bogged down, and when there is no consensus on a particular point.  "We seem to have come to an impasse, the discussion does not seem to be swaying anyone.  There is no consensus on this point, let's move on." Remember to include a minority opinion, if there is one, in the consensus report.  

The discussion leader should assist the recorder with completing the consensus report.  This will be helpful to be sure that the important points of the consensus are included.

THE RECORDER

The recorder is another key person for the consensus meeting.  The notes that are recorded will be vital for writing the consensus report for the LWVM Consensus Review committee. 

The recorder should note the following:

· Responses to the consensus questions

· Areas of agreement and disagreement

· Minority views and their strength

· Areas in which the group was undecided or needed more information

· Number of participants

The recorder could be asked to review her notes for the group at the end of the meeting.  There may be a point that the recorder wishes to clarify with the group and this should be done when necessary.  

The recorder is responsible for filling out the consensus report form and making sure it is mailed to LWVM by the deadline date.

THE CONSENSUS DISCUSSION

There are some guidelines to use to have a constructive consensus discussion that will lead to a strong consensus.  The consensus/group discussion as stated in the LWVUS publication In League, "is the technique most often used by Leagues for reaching member agreement.  It is a process whereby members participate in a group discussion of an issue.  The 'consensus' reached by members through group discussion is not a simple majority, nor is it unanimity; rather it is the overall 'sense of the group' as expressed through the exchange of ideas and opinions, whether in a membership meeting or a series of membership or unit meetings."

The consensus cannot be narrow and restricting because it is difficult to predict exactly what opportunities for action will present themselves.  The discussion leader during the discussion process finds the areas of substantial member agreement.  Although members do not have to have unanimous agreement, the presence of a sizable dissenting minority means there is no consensus.  A consensus does not imply that the area of agreement is in favor of something, a consensus can be in opposition to something.  The group can also reach a partial consensus on certain aspects of the issue. They can also come to the conclusion that there is "no opinion" due to insufficient information.  It is necessary to have full discussion of the areas of disagreement so that the participant’s feel satisfied that all viewpoints have been heard. 

The members attending the consensus discussion need to be reminded that they are asked to voice their opinions as citizens not as experts.  This "citizen decision" is essential for the spirit of consensus to thrive in the meeting.  Non-members can be present but cannot participate in the discussion.

There is no quorum for a consensus meeting.  A strong participation lends strength to the consensus; however, members who are not interested in the issue or are absent should not influence the consensus of the participating members.  A good consensus meeting encompasses a common base of knowledge, the equal opportunity to discuss the issue, and an atmosphere of trust.  
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