Practical guidance, templates and tips to help you plan, host and learn
from the conversation topics your community wants to have
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Section1:
Welcome

Across Somerset,
communities hold a huge
amount of knowledge.
Every day, people share
experiences, ideas and
concerns in village halls,
community centres,
cafés, support groups
and countless other
places where people
come together. These
conversations help people
make sense of what's
happening in their lives,
support one another

and identify ways to

make things better. Too
often, though, those
conversations stay within
the room.

As a VCFSE organisation,
you're already part of
these conversations. You
build trusted relationships,
understand your
communities and create
spaces where people

feel able to share their
experiences honestly.
Community Conversations
build on those strengths
by helping you listen with
purpose, explore what
matters to people and
capture local knowledge in
ways that can inform future
ideas, projects, services
and decisions across
Somerset.

Whether you're exploring
alocal issue, developing
anew idea, improving an
existing service or wanting
to better understand
people’s experiences, this
kit will help you plan, host
and learn from Community
Conversations. You'll

find practical guidance,
templates and tips that
you can adapt to suit

your organisation, your
community and the
conversations you want to
have.

We've designed this kit to
be practical and flexible.
Rather thanreading it
from cover to cover, dip
into the sections that are
most relevant as you plan
and run your conversation.
You'll notice that some
key principles appear

in more than one place,
making them easy to find
whenever you need them.
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Section2
What's this kit for?

You might not have done a
“Community Conversation” before
— but you have conversations in your
community all of the time!

The difference is that this kit provides
some practical tools to help you plan
them, facilitate them confidently,

and make sense of what you hear
afterwards.

Throughout the kit
you'll find practical
guidance, tips,
templates and
examples that you can
adapt to suit your own
community and way
of working.

an expert in the topic you're exploring.
The aimisn't to find the “right” answer
or carry out formal research. It's to
create opportunities for people to
share their experiences, ideas and
perspectives, and to think about what
they might mean for your community
or organisation.
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Section 3

Why host a Community Conversation?

While every
conversationis
different, hosting
can help you:

@ Understand and evidence community need through lived
experience and local knowledge

® Co-design projects, services and activities with the
people who will be affected by them

@ Strengthen relationships within your community
@ Identify opportunities, challenges and ideas for change

@ Build new connections with local organisations, partners
and networks

@ Celebrate the strengths and achievements of your group
or organisation

@ Build confidence, skills and visibility for your organisation

@ Understand and demonstrate impact by exploring what
has changed and what people have gained.
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Section 4:
Choosing your
conversation topic
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Community conversations work

)
best when they're focused on D 3 /Q @
something that feels relevant, i~
important and useful to the by

people involved.

Your topic could be:

@ A challenge affecting your
community

@ Anissue or topic that you'd like to
( \\ understand better

‘Q ) @ Anidea, project or service you've
developed —or thinking about
developing

&~/ ® A change that's happening locally

v

—_—

/4 — @ Something people have been talking

about, asking for, or struggling with.

You don't need to have all the answers
before you start. In fact, community
conversations are often useful when
you're curious about what people think,
feel or experience.
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A few questions to help you get
started:

@ What would you like to explore?
Think about the issue, opportunity,
question oridea you'd like to better
understand.

® Why does it matter?
Why is this conversation important
to your organisation, community or
the people involved?

@ What would you like to learn?
What are you hoping to understand
from the conversation?

® What might happen as aresult?
How could the information, ideas or
experiences that people share be
used to help inform future decisions,
projects, activities or plans?

Keep it simple

You don't need lots of questions.

One good topic and three or four open
questions are often enough to start

a meaningful conversation. Open
questions work well because they
encourage more detailed responses, for
example:

® What do people think about...?

® How does [...] affect people?
@ Tell me about your experience of...

@ What would you like to see happenin
the future?

We've included some example questions
and prompts in Appendix 3

%

If you're running a conversation as part
of a wider project, the topic, questions
and purpose may already have been
provided in a Project Brief. In that case,
you can use this section as a reference
and move on to planning and hosting
your conversation.
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Section5

How to run your conversation

Community conversations do not need to be complicated.
The most important thing is to create a welcoming and accessible
setting where people can explore a topic and share their thoughts,

experiences and ideas.

Getting ready

Familiarise yourself with
the sections of this kit
that are most relevant
to your conversation.
The appendices also
include templates that
you can adapt to suit
your needs.

@@ (37

Choose a friendly, easy-
to-reach place that is
familiar or welcoming to
the people taking part.
This could be a
community space, cafe,
church or somewhere
outdoors. Think about
whether it is within
walking distance, has
parking nearby or can

be reached by public
transport.

Consider whether the
setting will work for
people with mobility,
sensory or other access
needs.

Are there steps?

Is there a lift? What is the
lighting and noise like?

Is there clear signage?
Are accessible toilets
available?

It can be useful to include
information about travel
and accessibility when
inviting people.
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Invite people to the
conversation.

You could use the
invitation template,
speak to people
directly, share
information through
your organisation, or
advertise through social
media or community
noticeboards.

See the Invitation Template

in Appendix 1

Choose a format that
will feel natural for the
people involved.

This might be a group
chat over a cuppa, a
conversation while
walking, or talking
alongside a creative or
practical activity.
Section 6 includes some
different conversation
styles you could try.

Think about how you will
capture what is shared.
You could make notes,
ask someonetoactasa
note-taker, audio-record
the conversation with
people’'s agreement, or
invite participants to
write or draw their ideas.
If you use a creative
activity, think about
whether the things
people make could

also help capture the
conversation.
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Section5
HOW tO I"un your Conversation continued

Hosting the Introducing

conversation the session

Use whatever feels natural for your group. Welcome everyone and briefly explain

Prompt cards, photographs, creative the purpose of the conversation. Use

activities or everyday objects like Lego can the guidance in Section 8 to explain how

help to get people talking. the session will work, how learning will be

Encourage open sharing and listening to help  ¢@Ptured and used, and people’s choices
about taking part.

understand what people really think.
If it feels appropriate, you could invite people
to introduce themselves

Ayam ™
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During the
conversation

Use open prompts such as:

@ Canyou tell us a bit more about that?

@ How has that affected you?

@ Who else is impacted by this?

@ Has anyone else had a similar experience?
@ What do other people think?

A few things to keep in mind:

@ Make sure everyone has opportunities
to contribute, especially people who are
quieter

@ Gently bring the discussion back if it
moves too far away from the topic

@ If something important comes up
outside the planned topic, make a note
of it. It may be useful to explore later

@ Pay attention to how people are
responding. If someone appears
unsettled or withdrawn, check in and offer
them the chance to pause or step away

@ Do not pressure anyone to speak or share
more than they want to.
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Wrapping up

As the conversation comes to an end,
summarise the main themes you have heard.
This gives people an opportunity to correct
anything you have misunderstood and add
anything that feels missing or particularly
important.

Ask whether anyone has final thoughts, ideas
or reflections they would like to share.

Check that people know what will happen
next and who they can contact with any
questions or concerns. Where the topic has
been difficult or personal, make sure anyone
who needs additional support knows where
they can findiit.

Finally, thank everyone for taking part.
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Section 6:

Choosing your conversation style

There's no one-size-fits-all. Choose a style that fits your group and the

way you usually connect. Here are some ideas:

Group Chat One-to-One

Great for groups of Perfect for personal
people who are happy conversations or where
to chat together. someone might prefer a

N bit more privacy.

a,eQ

e

Creative Conversation = Busy Hands
Get talking through Chat while doing an
art, drama, singing, activity you'd be doing

writing, poetry, crafting,
photography or other
creative activities.

anyway —knitting,
gardening, cooking,
walking, woodwork or
sharing a meal.

\) Oﬁiﬂ@ i

»
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Objects, Photos & Prompts
Use photos, objects, postcards,
newspaper headlines, prompt
cards, Lego or everyday items to
spark conversation. Ask people
to choose something which
connects to their experience,
thoughts orideas.

Not everyoneis
comfortable speaking
inagroup

Consider offering other
ways for people to
contribute, such as:

@ Anonymous
feedback forms

@ A feedback box

® QR codes linking to
an online survey

@ Sticky notes or
comment cards

@ Follow-up
conversations.

Providing multiple ways
to contribute can help
ensure quieter voices
and people who prefer
anonymity are included.

You could think about
mixing and matching.
The best conversation
style is usually the one
that feels most natural
or familiar for the people
taking part.

It might be an activity
that you already do?
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Section 7:
Conversationroles

It helps to be clear about who's
doing what.

Below are some roles you might
find useful. One person can take on
several of these roles —especially in
smaller conversations.

@ Leads the conversation
@ Explains the purpose
@ Supports participation

@ Coordinates follow-up.

Note-taker & timekeeper

@ Records themes, ideas and agreed actions
@ Does not attempt to capture every word

@ Keeps an eye on the clock so things wrap up
in good time.

Community members

@ Joinin, share their thoughts and listen to others
@ Help create a friendly and supportive atmosphere

@ Bring their own experiences, ideas and perspectives
to the conversation.




Community Conversation Kit

Section 8:

Starting the conversation

Before the conversation begins, make
sure people understand:

@ Why the conversation is taking place
@ What will happen during the session

@ How notes, recordings or other
learning will be captured

® How the information might be used
afterwards

@ That taking part is voluntary

@ That they can choose not to answer
a question

@ That they can take a break or leave at
any time

® Who they can speak to if they
have questions or concerns.
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You could say something like:

“We're having this conversation

to better understand people’s
experiences of [topic]. We'll record
the main themes and ideas rather
than every word that is said.

Any learning we share afterwards
will usually be summarised without
names or identifying details.

We'll ask for your permission before
sharing an identifiable quote,
personal story, photograph or
recording. You can choose what you
want to share, skip any question,
take a break or leave at any time.”

Give people an opportunity to ask questions
before you begin.

For more information about storing information,
protecting privacy and asking permission to share
identifiable material, see

Section 13: Looking after people’s information

%
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Section 9:
Groundrules
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A few ground rules J '
can oftenl:1elpE \\/é
things like: O w\
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Take turns and listen to each other

@ v @?

g
§

It's okay to have different views -
everyone's experience matters

People can choose not to answer
things that they don't want to

Make space for quieter voices

If someone tends to talk alot, you can
gently step in to bring others into the conversation

Be respectful of personal

experiences and different perspectives.
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Section 10:
Making sense of the conversation

Before sharing what you've learned, it can be helpful to spend (ﬁ &(\
alittle time reflecting on the conversation. This is different c)(,gwﬂ =4
from summarising what people discussed. It is about your ‘& Q
experience as a host: what worked well, who was heard, what =5 Q
was difficult and what you might do differently next time. °

The prompts below are designed to help you identify the
themes, insights and next steps that matter most.

A few questions to help you reflect Pl -
What were the main ideas, experiences or messages that
What did came out of the conversation?
people tell us? Were there any common themes or topics that people

kept coming back to?

Did anything challenge your assumptions or make you

What think differently about the topic?
surprised us? Were there things people talked about that you weren't
expecting?

suggestions @ Were there any opportunities, solutions or new ways

What ideas or @ Did people suggest ways things could be improved? ﬁ
came up? of doing things that emerged? °

@ Is there anything you, your organisation, or others could
What should do as aresult of the conversation?

happen next? @ Are there questions that need exploring further?

@ Are there people or organisations who should hear what P
was identified?

Remember... Not every conversationneeds  make sure that the conversation doesn't
to lead to a huge project or major change. end when the chairs are packed away.
Sometimes the most important outcomeis  You may also find it useful to think about
simply that people have had the opportunity how the conversation went from your own
to feel seen and heard. perspective, or perhaps your organisation.

Whatever the outcome, taking time to You could use the Reflection Template
reflect on what you've learnt can help to in Appendix 4 to help with this. v
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Section 11:
Share what you've learned

Once you've reflected on the conversation, think about who might benefit from
hearing what you've learned.

There is no single “right” way. The best approach will depend on your
audience and what you hope will happen next. You might share your learning
with community members, partner organisations, local decision-makers or
colleagues.

Things you could do:
Write... Create... Record...
You could record key A poster, presentation A short voice note
themes or briefing or video
Use the Conversation

Summary Template

in Appendix 2 v

@ Share the learning with your colleagues, local
VCEFSEs, networks, forums or staff from health
and statutory services.
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Section12:

When things don't go to plan

What if someone gets upset during the
conversation?

Sometimes conversations touch on
personal experiences, challenges or
difficult topics.

If someone becomes upset:

@ Pause the conversation and checkin
with them privately if appropriate

@ Offer a break or a chance to step away
@ Let them know they don't have to

stay or answer anything they're not
comfortable with

@ Avoid putting pressure on them to
continue talking

@ If the topic may bring up difficult

experiences, identify relevant support
options before the conversation.

Most importantly, respond with kindness,
patience and respect.

What if | don't know the answer to a
question?

That's okay.

Your roleis to facilitate the conversation, not

to be the expert. It's perfectly fine to say:
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What if one person dominates the What if the conversation goes off track?

conversation? You can gently bring people back to the

Sometimes one person may contribute agreed topic:

more than others. It is important to

acknowledge their contribution while “That's an important point. I'm going to
creating space for different voices. make a note of it and bring us back to...

You could try:

“Thank you, that's really helpful “Let's come back to our main question.”
y .

I'd like to hear what others think too.”

“I'm conscious of time and
want to make sure we explore...”

“Let's pause there and
check whether anyone else would
like to add something.”

“Let’'s go around the group so A~
everyone who wants to can contribute.” //f /_\
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Section 13:
Looking after people’s information
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All conversations As a general rule:
will have different
requirements depending
on the topic, who is
involved, and how any
information will be used
afterwards. @ Store notes, recordings and contact details securely

@ Collect only the information you genuinely need —
explain why you're collecting it

@ Avoid recording names or identifying details unless
thereis a clear reason

@ Limit access to people who need it
@ Agree when information will be deleted

@ Ask explicit permission before sharing identifiable
quotes, stories, photographs or recordings

If you're running a conversation as part of a wider
project, follow any data protection, privacy or
consent guidance provided by the project lead or
commissioning organisation. If you are unsure, reach
out to them to check.
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Section 14:
Checklist

—

| V] Chosen atopic/questions/prompts

| V] Checked the venue, activity or formatis
accessible

| V] People invited

™ Agreed who will host, take notes or
J g
provide support

| Any additional resources, refreshments
or materials required

Planned what participants need to know
about taking part and how learning will
be used

| V] Thought about what might happen
after the conversation
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Section 15:
Appendix/Templates

The following templates are practical starting points, not formal documents or
fixed ways of working. Use whichever ones are helpful, and feel free to adapt,

simplify or combine them to suit your community, your organisation and the
conversation you are hosting.
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Appendix 1:
Invite Template

you're invited to @

Community Conversation about
[Subject]

Hi there,

we're hosting 3 Commurity Conversation in
[townfmllage\ _ and we'd love you to join us.
\t's a chance 10 come together and talk about a topic that matters t0 our local community.

(f:d“ “:‘:;:f st f 1’} last about f& we'll provide
[Time] L {duration] @ lreireshmentsl
Getting there

Venue address: [ed

parking information: |

public yransport options: ]

Accessible entrance details: 1]

accessible toilets available? {yes/ nol

Hearing loop 3 available? {if appl\cab e}

Contact details if people have accessibility requi irements oF guestions: L]

whether you've got lots to say of just want to listen, your time and input matters.
Want to comeé along of find out more?

Contact [Name] oD [phonefemanl\

We really hope to see you there!

[Your organisation name / logol


https://www.sparksomerset.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2026/08/1-invite-template.docx
https://www.sparksomerset.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2026/08/1-invite-template.docx
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Appendix 2:

Conversation Summary Template
What did participants say?

This template is intended as a simple example. Feel free to adapt it, shorten it, expand it
— or create your own version to suit your conversation and community.

You don't need to capture everything that was said. The aim is to record the key ideas,
experiences, reflections and potential suggestions that emerged.

Appendix 2.

Summary template

What gig People Say?

; shortenit, expand
IS torecorg the key

Rand it or creat,
ideas,

€ Your awn version,

e You
*Periences, reflections ang

What diy People te|] yg»

® What warg th
2 Main thi
about? Main thmgs people talkeg

What mes-‘iﬂge s,
More than once?

Was there a1,
Dﬁﬂicular[y

Ything Surprisjj
powerfyry o UNeXpected or

Cou

ld be j
Of explored furpp &improyeq,

er?

What shoulg happen next?

Are there any
9pportunities
Conversatigns

acﬁong,

Quest;,
that h ons or

Aave emerged from, the
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Appendix 3:
Example Conversation Prompts

Every conversation will be different. These examples are intended to help spark
ideas and show the types of questions that can help get people talking. You don't

need to use these questions exactly as written —adapt them to suit your topic,
community and conversation.

. What helps people feel connected to their community?
Community o _ ,
& Belonging Are there places, groups or activities that bring people together?

What would help people feel more involved?

. What works well at the moment?
Local Services _
& Support What challenges do people experience?

What would make the biggest difference?

Youn @ What is it like being a young person in this area?
Peoplge @ What opportunities are available?
@ What would young people like to see happen in the future?

?
Health & @ What he'PS_ people stjy healthy and we
Wellbeing @ What gets in the way?
@ What support or activities would people find helpful?

Volunteering What encourages people to get involved?
& Community What makes volunteering easier or harder?
Action

What would help more people take part?

Places & Which local places matter most to people?
Spaces How are these spaces used?

What would make them even better?

Lookin @ What would you like to see happen next?
Aheadg ® What opportunities should be explored?
@ Is there anything important that we haven't talked about?



https://www.sparksomerset.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2026/08/2-summary-template.docx
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Appendix 4:
Conversation Reflection Template

What did we learn as hosts?

This template is intended as an example. Feel free to adapt it, shorten it, expandit, or create

your own version.
Unlike the Conversation Summary Template [Appendix 2], which focuses on what people
shared during the conversation, this reflection template is designed to help you and your

organisation think about:
@ how the conversation went
@ what you learned from the experience
@ what worked well
@ what you might do differently next time

@ any opportunities or next steps.

Appendix 4:

Reflection template

What ch an
ged, for whom, ang Wwhat haye we lg,
arned?

Unilike the Sum,
Mmany temp
designed to h MRlate (appendiy py -

i elp yoy ) which fgey,
might help g4 2N your organisati 65 on what

Thisg template jg ;
1S intendeqy
" asan example, Fy
" Feelfres 1o

;! Somfortabie, engagay

ute?

Did anything sypp,
*  Didwe p
eas

v Click to download

* A8 there v
i Voices gr )
IO next timey © P e Might want t

Venus, actiyj

Conversay;, = Ctivity, quest;

atm smwns’h' faﬁﬁralicn u ?Stms'
Osphers, ' timing or

-
What has bpgy difficuit?

* Isthars apyrn
: ythi '
differentiys "8 we'd change, mprove or try

What opponunities emergedy

LI Y
: m;r; there any, Unexpactag Outcomes?
® Cofversation :
Sl Epark any new j
D Brships, activities or futufe —
hat shoulg happen nexry ot

Final r eflactions

ng
s there anythi aSG)’OU dlike o Capture while
the co WGISQIIDD‘I 15 stifl frag) 0 your g d
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