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Case Studies Series 2021 
Core Values Awards 2021 Entry 
Case Study: Facilitating better access to essential services for Victorians 
experiencing vulnerability – a deliberative community panel 

 
Highlights at a glance   

• Online engagement mixed methods were used to deliver a deliberative community panel during a 

global pandemic with many participants who had never attended a Zoom meeting before.  

• Victoria’s economic regulator, the Essential Services Commission wanted to answer the question 

‘how can more Victorians access and pay for essential services?’ to underpin the development of a 

new vulnerability strategy.  

• This project sat at the consult, involve and collaborate levels of the IAP2 Spectrum. 

• Three key outcomes showing impact of engagement: 1) high levels of participation from all panel 

members 2) final consensus-based recommendations were agreed to and presented to 

commissioners and 3) commissioners expressed confidence in the outcomes and committed to a 

rigorous assessment of the recommendations 

• Three key engagement takeaways: 1) online engagement can be effective with participants who 

are not accustomed to the digital environment 2) using geographic areas to recruit participants is 

an effective way to get diverse representation and 3) using a mixture of methods for discussion 

provides a safe environment for panel members to share.  

 

Key search words: online engagement, deliberative engagement 

IAP2 Australasia Case Study Series aims to provide members with access to factual stories which demonstrate successes, 
challenges and insights from completed public participation projects. This free resource aims to increase practitioner 
knowledge, improve engagement practices and the experience of public participation.  
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To access and search the Case Study Library/Database (IAP2A Members: head to the Member Resources Section)  

Want to know more about publishing a Case Study? Email info@iap2.org.au 
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1.0 Introduction 

This case study presents a deliberative community 

engagement program delivered by Desley Renton and 

Nicola Mendleson, in partnership with the Essential 

Services Commission to inform the commission’s 

vulnerability strategy.  

The key question for the panel was how can the commission 

facilitate more equitable access to essential services like 

power and water?  

The entire engagement program ran from October 2020 to 

February 2021 with a panel of community members 

representing a range of key demographics and experiences 

– from younger city-dwellers to mature participants from the regions, First Nations to new Australians, and 

people with a range of life experience. 

The panel’s role was to make recommendations on how the commission can better address vulnerability 

across its regulated sectors. Run during coronavirus restrictions, the program was developed and delivered 

completely online.  

Section 2.0 provides an overview of the project background and public participation context including how 

the engagement project was designed and planned. Section 3.0 describes the implementation phase 

including how the engagement was managed from delivery through to analysis and reporting. Section 4.0 

presents a reflection of the engagement with a focus on evaluation outcomes, impact and insights as well 

as evidence against the IAP2 Core Values for the practice of public participation.  

This project advanced knowledge or practice by:  

Using geographic areas to recruit panel members 

The panel was drawn from four discrete geographic areas (rural, regional, metro and urban fringe) 

recognising that where you live affects access to essential services.  

Mixed methods of meeting delivery and dialogue 

A mix of large and small panel meetings were used to address the challenge of exploring sensitive and 

personal information in an online environment. Large meetings were used for briefings and context 

setting, while smaller meetings created a more intimate atmosphere, conducive for sharing.  

The online environment allowed for a more diverse panel  

Contrary to somewhat accepted wisdom – the online environment meant we could bring a diverse group 

of participants together from across the state – from a lady in her 70s on her farm in Western Victoria who 
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had never used video conferencing before, to inner city young people, to a young mum in a regional centre 

who had a four-week-old baby, etc. 

Tapping into panel members’ personal networks 

Panel members were asked to explore key questions with friends and family after each session which 

deepened their experience and insights, and enabled input from a broader range of people, particularly 

young people who can be hard to engage on these issues. 

Enabling participation 

Panel members were given substantial support so they could fully participate in the process including pre-

process calls to check for any questions and support to use Zoom for those new video conferencing.  

Building client and community capability  

Nicola and Desley provided pro bono mentoring support to the project to develop capability in the 

commission team and one community member.  

Sharing lessons publicly 

Desley participated in an online forum hosted by the commission with more than 200 registered attendees 

to discuss the process and the insights gained. The panel has also been promoted through the 

commission’s social media channels and with other regulators from across Australia and New Zealand. 
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2.0 Background  

Design engagement 
The Essential Services Commission exists to regulate essential 

services in Victoria. In doing so, the commission must have regard 

to the way markets operate including the impact on consumers – 

including low income and vulnerable consumers. 

Over the past several years, it has become increasingly apparent 

that the needs of consumers, especially those experiencing 

vulnerability, are not being well served by many providers of 

essential services.  

In late 2019, the commission identified the need to develop a 

strategy to facilitate more equitable access to essential services 

for all consumers as a strategic priority. We decided to run a 

deliberative process, involving leaders and staff from across the 

organisation, to ensure the strategy was well informed by the 

experience of consumers. 

The process was designed and delivered by Desley Renton, Renton and Co, and Nicola Mendleson from 

Mendleson Engagement and Communication. 

The community panel had two key objectives, developing recommendations on how to address 

vulnerability across the sectors we regulate (water, electricity, gas, local government and transport), and 

develop a definition of wellbeing in the context of being able to access and pay for essential services.  

The key question was ‘how can more Victorians access and pay for essential services?’. 

The engagement program ran from 11 November to 6 December 2020. A community panel of 29 people 

from a range of demographics, locations and life experiences provided deep insights and powerful 

recommendations to the commission.  

Project success criteria 

It was important that the deliberative engagement process delivered:  

• a positive experience for participants 

• clear consensus-based recommendations to support the vulnerability strategy 

• leadership involvement and confidence in the outcomes 

• internal skill development and capacity building in engagement processes 

• reputation enhancement for the commission.  

• The Essential Services 
Commission is developing 
a strategy to facilitate 
more equitable access to 
essential services for all 
consumers. 

• The strategy needs to be 
well informed by the 
experience of consumers. 

• A deliberative process 
was selected to achieve 
this. 

• The key question for the 
panel was ‘how can more 
Victorians access and pay 
for essential services?’. 
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This project sat at the consult, involve and collaborate levels of the IAP2 Spectrum. 

Plan engagement 

Nicola Mendleson and Desley Renton developed an innovative approach, honouring the principles of 

deliberative democracy in an accessible, online environment. Particular care was taken to support 

participants who were unfamiliar with video conferencing and deliberative democracy.  

The facilitated process stepped participants through the stages of the deliberative democracy 

methodology over a series of meetings (learning, understanding, focusing, deliberating, agreeing, 

presenting). The project team provided support to panel members, sharing information, answering 

questions quickly, maintaining the online portal and providing background materials.   

Recruitment: A thorough recruitment process involved a random selection of participants matching the 

diversity of Victorian consumers in terms of:  

• gender 

• age range 

• geographic location 

• household type 

• different job type and economic status 

• cultural backgrounds 

• disability (including physical and/or intellectual disabilities) and carers. 

Geography: We recruited participants from four distinct geographical areas (rural, regional, urban fringe, 

metropolitan Melbourne) to ensure we captured insight into how location might have an impact on access 

to essential services, and the experience of vulnerability.   

We sought to discover if where you live has an impact on your ability to pay bills, exploring the experiences 

of citizens who live on the urban fringe to see if they differ from those of their city-based neighbours or 

those in rural farming communities. 
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Original process design 

3.0 Implementation 

Manage engagement 
This is the first time the commission used deliberative engagement with community participants. After 

using deliberative methodology with staff to develop our stakeholder engagement framework in 2018, we 

were keen to further develop our capacity and readiness in using more intensive engagement methods. 

Challenges 

The challenges we faced included:  

• tight timeframes – the design process, recruitment and panel were all completed within three months 

• coronavirus restrictions – meant the whole project was conducted online with some participants 

having never attended a Zoom conference before 

• the pandemic was a challenging time to conduct a process that highlighted vulnerability. 

Panel delivery 

Support for participants: Participants unfamiliar with video conferencing were provided with technical 

support and an expansive information pack to build capacity and comfort early in the process. 
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Online portal: We created an online portal to provide information as well as a place for participants to 

engage with one another. The portal encouraged discussion and idea generation between meetings. It 

contained background information, group rules and contact details, a discussion forum and ‘ideas space’ 

and more. The portal was well used by participants with over 100 individual conversation threads in the 

discussion forum.  

 

  
Screenshots from our online portal 

Meetings: There were five panel meetings held over four weeks with at least one senior leader from the 

commission attending meetings to observe and answer questions. Leaders were instructed to limit their 

comments to avoid interfering with the group dynamic but were available to answer questions.  

• Meeting 1: All participant briefing and background, group purpose and organisational commitment.  

• Meeting 2: Four small groups based on geographic location. Focused on the concept of vulnerability 

and how it might impact on access to essential services. Participants asked to discuss with their 

family and friends particularly young people. 

• Meeting 3: Four small group meetings with mix from across geographic locations. Focus on what 

would improve access to essential services and defining vulnerability in this context. Ideas and 

insights generated so far were collated and synthesised into themes, draft recommendations and a 

draft definition. Sent to panel members to consider prior to final meetings. 
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• Meetings 4 and 5: Held over the final weekend with two meetings to focus and finalise the draft 

recommendations and definition. Two smaller groups worked overnight to develop a statement of 

intent to support the recommendations. 

• Presentation to commission leaders: Panel members presented the recommendations to 

commission leaders. The panel will reconvene in April 2021 for an update on the development of 

the resulting strategy which will go out to further public consultation in mid-2021.  

• The lead commissioner among others commented on how inclusive and authentic the 

conversations were despite the technology which was not necessarily expected at the outset. This 

success has transformed attitudes within the commission to not only using intensive engagement 

approaches more often, but also using online engagement to reach people outside Melbourne or 

those unable to attend day time meetings.  

Graphic facilitator: A graphic designer was engaged to create a visual record of the process for sharing 

with the broader community. 

 

An illustration of the key themes that emerged from the panel’s discussions 
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An illustration of the panel’s recommendations to the commission 

Building client and community capability  

Nicola and Desley provided pro bono mentoring support to the project to develop capability within the 

commission and community. The group had three one-hour mentoring sessions to learn about the 

deliberative theory and process, be exposed to Australian and international case studies, ask questions and 

identify how they could best apply the approach to their work and community. 

End of project report: A comprehensive report was completed to evaluate the process and document the 

learnings. 
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4.0 Outcomes, impact and insights 

Reflection and evaluation of engagement 
The process yielded rich content in the discussions and the final panel recommendations which were 

achieved via consensus (80 per cent majority). A clear set of success criteria was developed at the outset of 

the project. It was important that any recommendations to emerge from the panel were supported by the 

whole group to the maximum extent possible. Strongly supported, well informed recommendations gained 

the confidence of commissioners and staff who are responsible for implementing them. 

We measured the extent to which findings and outcomes were delivered via: 

• a pre- and post-poll with participants 

• debriefs after each meeting between the consultants as well as the consultants and client 

• an end-of-project lessons-learnt workshop with the project team and 

We seemed to get very inclusive and 
authentic conversations, despite the 
technology, enabling us to get a 
cross-section of Victorians, even 
during lock-down. Will definitely 
consider using this approach again 
to get people who are outside the 
capital city, and who might not be 
willing to be out in evenings etc.  
Lead commissioner  

 

I found great value in hearing from 
fellow panel members who come 
from different backgrounds and with 
differing circumstances and locations 
throughout Victoria … it opens my 
thinking and considerations hearing 
and understanding different aspects 
than what I may have thought. 
Panel member 

In the past I would not have thought 
a community group could make a 
difference. After this experience I 
am not so sure, it was so thought 
provoking and the support we got 
from the ESC [the commission] was 
incredible, making us believe what 
we think can make a difference.  
Panel member. 

 

This experience has 
been incredible — 
thank you everyone. 
Panel member. 
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• consultant observations recorded throughout the process. 

Success criteria  Evidence of how the criteria was met 
1. A positive experience for 

participants 
• A positive group culture of listening and respect was 

developed at the outset and adhered to throughout the 
process. 

• Participants described their experience as very positive. 
• Nicola and Desley observed positive interaction in all 

sessions 
• There were high levels of participation from all panel 

members in meeting and over 80 per cent of panel members 
used the portal to continue discussions between meetings. 

• Participants expressed a desire to stay in touch and attend a 
follow-up meeting in April 2021. 

2. Clear consensus-based 
recommendations developed to 
support the Vulnerability Strategy 

• Draft recommendations were developed. 
• Final consensus-based recommendations (80 per cent 

majority) were agreed to and presented to the 
commissioners. 

3. Commission commissioner 
involvement and confidence in 
the outcomes 

• Commissioners expressed confidence in the outcomes and 
committed to a rigorous assessment of the 
recommendations. 

• All five commissioners attended sessions, some on more 
than one occasion.  

4. Internal skill development and 
capacity building in engagement 
processes 

• Participants recorded an increase in capacity.  
• Commission staff participated directly in all aspects of the 

engagement process. 
• A small number of commission staff and one community 

member attended three mentoring sessions. 
5. Reputation enhancement • Participants expressed confidence in the commission and its 

commitment to implementing the recommendations. 
• The community member who was mentored throughout the 

process expressed her support for the commission and for 
how the free training she received could be immediately 
applied to her Werribee community. 
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Alignment with IAP2 Core Values for the practice of public participation 

IAP2 Core Values  Example or evidence from this project 
1. Public participation is based on the 

belief that those who are affected by 
a decision have a right to be involved 
in the decision-making process  

The randomly selected group included a range of people with 
vulnerabilities or with insight into vulnerability, including 
persons with disability, unwaged, different cultural 
backgrounds, a range of ages, educational and demographics. 

2. Public participation includes the 
promise that the public’s 
contribution will influence the 
decision  

Staff and commissioners from the commission confirmed on 
multiple occasions that the panel recommendations would 
be strongly considered in developing the vulnerability 
strategy. 

3. Public participation promotes 
sustainable decisions by recognising 
and communicating the needs and 
interests of all participants, including 
decision makers  

The recommendations of the panel were well grounded in 
the lived experience of the panel members, many of whom 
had experienced difficulties in access and paying for essential 
services. The recruitment process ensured the panel included 
a diverse representation of cultures and life experience.   

4. Public participation seeks out and 
facilitates the involvement of those 
potentially affected by or interested 
in a decision  

The facilitation approach and small group experience created 
a safe space for all participants to share their experiences. 
The portal provided an additional safe space to give panel 
members a voice to share their needs and interests.  

5. Public participation seeks input from 
participants in designing how they 
participate  

Due to coronavirus restrictions the engagement process was 
held virtually. Any participant who needed it was provided 
individual training to build capacity and support participation.  

6. Public participation provides 
participants with the information 
they need to participate in a 
meaningful way  

Participants were briefed in advance and contacted 
individually to see if they had any questions or technical 
needs. Questions or information requests were responded to 
promptly.  

7. Public participation communicates to 
participants how their input affected 
the decision  

A feedback session is scheduled for April 2021 to update 
panel members on how their feedback has been used in 
developing the strategy. 
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