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THE DIMENSIONS OF A LEAGUE STUDY


· Leagues study to educate members on a public policy issue and reach member agreement.

· Leagues want to address a public policy issue in the community.

· Leagues study as a prelude to action.

· Leagues study when there is no League position at any level (local, state or national) that       addresses the issue, or a current position needs updating.


1. Is there a current local, state or national position that addresses the issue?

2. Is there a local government solution to the problem?

3. Is there sufficient member interest to sustain study and action? 

4. Can a study be completed in a timely manner?

5. Will the community look to the League for its position on the issue? 

6. Will the League provide a unique perspective?

7. Will the League’s participation in the public debate make a significant difference?

8.   Will political realities permit effective action?

9.   Will League action further an important League goal and/or enhance League visibility and stature in the community?


 The Membership:  

· Suggests issues for study and action, often at a local program planning meeting.

· Adopts the study or action item at the annual meeting.

· Participates in the study and member agreement process.

· Supports the position and takes action as required.  

The Local Board:

· Recommends study items to the membership prior to the annual meeting.

· Approves the member agreement process: consensus or concurrence. *

· Approves the member agreement technique: including traditional study with unit  meetings, questionnaires, mail-in surveys or non-traditional methods. 

· With the president, recruits the committee chair and assists in recruiting the committee members.

· Approves the consensus questions.

· Adopts the position.

· Publicizes the new position to members and the community.

· Initiates and directs action on the issue.

* Consensus is a process in which members participate in a group discussion on the issue; the collective opinion of the membership is reflected by the consensus.  Concurrence is agreement with a position developed by a League research committee, other Leagues or groups of Leagues.  It is an appropriate process when the issue is straightforward and non-controversial.

The Study Committee Chair:  

· Convenes committee meetings.

· Coordinates committee activities.

· Reports to the board.

 The study committee chair does not need to be an expert on the subject.  Desired qualifications include:  good organization and people skills, commitment to the study and the process.  Although not necessary, it may be advantageous for the chair to be a member of the board since ongoing reports to the board are essential.  The chair should not have strong and/or vocal viewpoints on the study issue.  She/he may be called upon to speak for the League during the process and identification with a bias may discredit the League’s work.

The Study Committee:

·    Establishes timeline and work plan.  

· Reaches out to the community for input via public meetings, extends invitations to join the committee.

· Researches the issues.

· Develops consensus questions.

· Prepares a presentation that allows for discussion of League action.

· Designs a presentation that encourages members to reach agreement on general    concepts, not specifics.

· Keeps the membership informed and interested as study progresses via bulletin articles, public meetings, website information, site visits.

· Serves as presenters/facilitators for consensus discussion, if applicable.

· Compiles and analyzes member responses and identifies areas of agreement.

· Drafts a position statement for the Board’s consideration.

· Prepares a final written report. 

The study committee may be comprised of members and non-members with a variety of viewpoints and opinions on all sides of the issue.  It is reasonable to expect members to come with opinions; those with strong views should be encouraged to put aside preconceived perceptions and make the effort to see all sides of the issue.

Recruit non-members to join the committee.  A local study is an excellent membership tool.  Non-members can enhance the League’s reputation. Their participation can play a role in bringing people of diverse views together to search for solutions to public policy problems.  Community involvement in the process validates the work, giving the conclusions a wider sense of ownership.  The League can form a valuable partnership for eventual action on a particular issue and possible future efforts.  It is important that non-members of the committee understand from the beginning that they can work on all aspects of the study, except for the member agreement - the consensus.  Non-members should be invited to join LWV - often!


There is no League action on an issue being studied.  A restudy of a current position requires setting aside the position until the restudy is completed.


  The Study Committee:

· Outlines possible alternative solutions to the public policy issue as objectively as possible, ideally including the pros and cons of each alternative.

· Designs a discussion to focus on the consensus questions.

· Encourages member discussion.

· Brings out exchange of ideas.

· Allows for areas of agreement to emerge.

· In consultation with the Board, distributes an all-member study packet of background information including the consensus questions.

·   Determines at which meeting each Committee member will participate.     

An experienced and impartial discussion leader should run the consensus meeting.  An experienced recorder must be present.  If the consensus meeting involves a state study, a member of the state study committee may be called upon to serve as discussion leader.   The ground rules and time constraints should be explained before the discussion begins.  

In addition, the study committee determines who is eligible to participate in the consensus.  Leagues that cover several jurisdictions such as school districts should limit participation in the consensus discussion to those members who reside in the district being studied.  In addition,  

·   Committee members and League members may participate at only one consensus meeting.

·   Members of the public may not participate in the consensus, but may attend the 

           presentation.

·   Committee members may present at all consensus meetings.

·   

The Study Committee:

·   Reviews the results of each consensus meeting, looking for areas of member agreement and disagreement.

·   Summarizes what members have said.

·   Drafts a position statement for the Board.

The Local Board:

·    Reviews the results of the meetings.

·    Fine-tunes the position statement.

·    Approves the position statement.

·    Recommends to the membership adoption of the position at the next annual meeting or a special membership meeting.

· Develops an action plan.


· Write a position that is broad enough to initiate League action to support or oppose 

              a variety of proposals over time.

· An overly detailed position will limit League action and be less useful over time

·    Write a position that articulates the broad areas of member agreement: an 

           expression of League’s collective views, which forms the basis of League action.

· Write a position that articulates the broad areas of member agreement: an 

           expression of League’s collective views, which forms the basis of League action.

·    When there is a substantial minority, there is no consensus: minority views are not 

           written into a position.


·   Concurrence can be reached at a meeting, with background information about the 

           issue statement provided to the membership in accordance with local League by-law requirements.

·   Or concurrence can be reached by all-member mailings which include appropriate 

           background material and mail-in response form.  


·   After a study has been completed the board determines what action is needed to 

           influence public policy.  

· The goal of the action should be clearly stated; tactics are designed to achieve that goal.  

THE LEAGUE CONSENSUS MEETING:

REACHING MEMBER AGREEMENT

Before League can take action, members must agree in broad terms on what they think about the various aspects of a public policy issue – the League position.  One of two methods to determine member agreement is the consensus process: CONSENSUS IS A PROCESS WHEREBY MEMBERS PARTICIPATE IN A GROUP DISCUSSION OF AN ISSUE.  The accord reached by the group is not a simple majority, nor unanimity, but rather the overall sense of the group.  It is a dynamic process. The discussion evokes an exchange of ideas, areas of agreement evolve and opinions crystallize.


PRIOR TO THE CONSENSUS MEETING

The local League Board has the overall responsibility for determining the member agreement process.

The League Board and the study committee should determine how to maximize member participation.  Easy access and convenience are key.

· Scheduling several meetings at a variety of times may be helpful.

· VOTER tear-offs, phone or e-mail responses may be appropriate to augment the 

      consensus meeting.

The study committee should educate members throughout the course of the study, so members attend informed, and have developed a concise consensus presentation.

 

THE MECHANICS OF THE CONSENSUS MEETING

Create an atmosphere of trust.  Nonpartisanship, balanced and unbiased study material and consensus questions are essential.

Plan a presentation that allows for adequate time to discuss all the questions.  Social time at the beginning of the meeting creates a congenial atmosphere for the discussion.  Design “lap packs” – short, concise handouts- that facilitate discussion.  Plan a “dress rehearsal” with the discussion leader and recorder(s).

ROLE OF THE DISCUSSION LEADER AND RECORDER

 The discussion leader is a neutral, unbiased, facilitator.  He or she: 

· Encourages the exchange of all points of view.

· Guides the group through their discussion.

· Discourages domination of one member(s).

· Listens carefully to discern member agreement, recapitulating tentative areas of 

      agreement and/or recognizing where agreements are not met.

· Keeps the discussion focused and on task.

The recorder(s) is neutral and unbiased, taking notes that include:

· Areas of agreement, disagreement, or undecided;

· Minority view and the strength of the minority;

· Participating members and non-members

Neither the discussion leader nor the recorder participates in the discussion.

· Both the discussion leader and the recorder may be invited to the committee 

      meeting to help write the position.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                              


THE POSITION STATEMENT

The study committee evaluates whether agreement has been reached and drafts a position statement.  The position statement:

· Articulates the broad areas of agreement, including what the group supports and 

      Opposes.

· Should be broad enough to allow League to initiate, support or oppose a variety of 

      proposals over a period of time.

· Does not contain minority views.

· Does not contain areas where agreement is not reached.

It is common not to reach agreement on every aspect of a study

The Board judges whether there is substantial agreement among the membership as a whole and, if the answer is yes, adopts the position.


WHAT’S NEXT? ACTION!

The Board announces the new position to their membership and to the public.

The study committee evolves into an action committee:

· Develops potential action strategies to implement the position. 

WHY STUDY?





ADOPTING A STUDY: Questions to ask first





RESPONSIBILITIES  -- Who does what?  








ACTION DURING A STUDY





 THE CONSENSUS MEETING  





ANALYZE THE CONSENSUS





WORDING THE POSITION STATEMENT





ARRIVING AT CONCURRENCE





STUDY COMPLETED:  What next?  Action!   





When conducting a state or national League study, the local League board and study committee should follow these guidelines on how to conduct a consensus meeting, forwarding their League’s consensus results to state or national as appropriate.  The determination and announcement of the state or national League’s consensus and position is determined at the state or national level as appropriate.  The local League board is responsible for local League studies.





WHO CAN PARTICIPATE IN THE MEETING?  It is a privilege of League membership to participate in the member agreement process.  Non-members are welcome and encouraged to participate in the education phase – use a study as a membership tool and ask non-members to join- but not in the consensus discussion.  Members of the study committee who are not members of the League may answer questions for clarification.





WHAT IS THE ROLE OF THE STUDY COMMITTEE DURING THE CONSENSUS DISCUSSION? The study committee presents all sides of the issue with equal emphasis to avoid biasing the consensus.  It is advisable that the study committee members not participate in the consensus meeting.  They will be viewed as experts and their opinions are likely to be well developed during the course of their research: they may be overly influential.  The committee’s role at the meeting is to clarify points, answer questions or describe consequences of different decisions.  The consensus of the committee members can be taken separately and incorporated into the position as it is written.  If the study committee members do participate in the consensus discussion, their role must be made clear; they should only participate in one discussion, if a League is holding multiple meetings.  





WHAT IF MEMBER PARTICIPATION IN THE CONSENSUS PROCESS IS LOW?  Consensus is not a simple majority; there are no set rules as to what represents member agreement.  League boards often look for super majorities in terms of the number of members participating.  Historical levels of involvement should also be considered.  If the Board determines that the participation in the process was too low or skewed to one area (for example: all urban, no rural Leagues), they have several choices.  Boards may also decide that a consensus has not been reached and discontinue the process.





STUDY COMPLETED: What Next? Action!








    


