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1. Introduction

Victorian Women with Disabilities Network (VWDN) is the peak body for women with disabilities in Victoria.  In order to extend its reach and impact, the organisation may appoint members and staff to external committees, attend conferences or make presentations on its behalf.  Similarly, other peak bodies, organisations and government departments may identify women with disabilities as key stakeholders or consumers when developing a product, service or policy and may approach VWDN for a representative to join their committee.  These opportunities for systemic advocacy and community education are important for the organisation to achieve its strategic objectives.  
For copyright purposes, content for this policy has been drawn extensively from the Guide for Representatives by Women with Disabilities Australia.
2. Purpose

This policy outlines the roles and responsibilities of members representing VWDN on external committees, attendance at conferences or at other forums or events when representing the organisation in an official capacity. It should be read alongside the Volunteer Policy, where representatives are volunteers.
3. Policy
3.1. Representatives are officially appointed by the Executive Officer to undertake committee roles on behalf of VWDN.  At all other times, members are seen to be representing their own views.

3.2. Representatives of VWDN must be a current member of the organisation and have the necessary skills, or capacity to develop the skills, required to fulfil their role on the committee.

3.3. Representatives of VWDN will uphold the objects, values and principles of the organisation.

3.4. Members appointed as representatives will receive the support of the organisation, including the appointment of a mentor, and training as appropriate.
3.5. Members must feel comfortable representing the organisations views on issues and will be provided with suitable background information on the topic, the Strategic Plan, and other resources to support this.

3.6. Members may need to submit an application to be considered for a position on a committee.

3.7. Representatives will be selected on merit, availability and skills required to fulfil the committee position.
3.8. Members with a conflict of interest will not be nominated for appointment.
3.9. VWDN will cover expenses for representatives as outlined in Attachment A – VWDN Recognition of Contribution and Expense Reimbursement Policy.

3.10. Representatives must provide a report, and progress reports as required, to the Executive Officer following committee meetings.  Refer Attachment B – Meeting Report Template.
3.11. VWDN will nominate a media spokesperson in accordance with the Media Policy to make public statements regarding the committee or its outcomes.  It is not the role of the representative to speak publicly on committee issues.
3.12. VWDN reserves the right to seek to withdraw a members committee representation role in the case of misconduct, breach of organisational policies or any laws.

4. Procedures
4.1. Selection and Appointment of Representatives 
4.1.1. VWDN will advise all members of the opportunity through email, mail or by newsletter.  

4.1.2. A copy of this policy is provided with the vacancy notice.

4.1.3. Members then apply for the vacancy.

4.1.4. VWDN  will select an appropriate person.

4.1.5. VWDN will advise all members when an appointment has been made.

4.1.6. The EO will nominate a mentor for the representative if appropriate.

4.1.7. The  EO will confirm the Members appointment in writing and will include information on expenses that can be claimed, relevant policies and reporting expectations.
4.1.8. The representative will be provided with relevant information, including the Strategic Plan, to enable them to actively participate.

4.1.9. Training will be provided to the representative, as appropriate and within organisational and budget constraints.

4.1.10. The representative will be forwarded relevant operational policies to read and sign an acknowledgment of this.

4.2. Dispute Resolution

4.2.1. VWDN operational policies and procedures apply to members and representatives.  Refer Prevention and Settlement of Grievances Policy.
4.3. Improper Conduct

4.3.1. VWDN reserves the right to implement remedial or disciplinary action in the case of improper conduct or breach of legislation or organisational policies.

5. Responsibilities
5.1. The representatives responsibility to VWDN:
Before the meeting

5.1.1. check that you have completed all the ACTION items you said you would do at the last meeting.
5.1.2. read through the minutes of the last meeting.
5.1.3. read the new Meeting Notes that the Committee sends you.
5.1.4. read the Agenda Items for the meeting, and give the Secretariat any new items.
5.1.5. Get all documents ready to take to the meeting; make arrangements to arrive in good time.
During a meeting
5.1.6.  Ask for a change to the Minutes from last meeting if you think they are not right.
5.1.7. Ask them to explain anything you do not understand.
5.1.8. Write notes about what is discussed for each Agenda Item
5.1.9. Put a special mark in your notes against any ACTION you have said you will do, eg an asterisk, to remind you to do something. This is a personal note and may not be recorded in the Minutes.
5.1.10. Bring up new items for this, or future meetings, in the ‘Any Other Business’ item.
5.1.11. Remember you represent VWDN and its members – not just ‘you’
5.1.12. Maintain a positive, polite, respectful attitude – but don’t be afraid to have your say. Do not use judgemental language or broad generalisation if making a comment or criticism, be specific to the issue.
5.1.13. Remind the meeting to stay on topic if needed

5.1.14. Network with other committee members in the breaks and between meetings

5.1.15. Be aware that not all members will be on your side

5.1.16. If you are likely to benefit financially in any way from a decision the Committee makes, you have a conflict of interest and must not take part in that section of the meeting.

After a meeting

5.1.17. Make a list of your actions, and follow up each one

5.1.18. Write a report for the Executive Officer or delegate using the Meeting Report Template (Attachment B) as soon as possible after the meeting, and ideally within one week. Inform the EO/delegate of your actions on the template.
5.1.19. Submit any approved claims for expenses.

5.1.20. Check the meeting minutes when they are sent to make sure you agree with what was recorded about the meeting.
5.1.21. Keep all confidential information learned at the meeting to yourself.
Between meetings
5.1.22. Keep in regular contact with the Executive Officer/delegate and report to VWDN if there are issues that need to be discussed.
5.1.23. Follow up action items

5.1.24. Keep in contact with the Secretariat and other committee members
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5.1.25. Write a report of activities undertaken over the past year

5.2. VWDN’s responsibility to the representative

VWDN will:

5.2.1. Provide you with a copy of its Strategic Plan, so you can carry forward the policies of our organisation.
5.2.2. Keep you informed of any issues they are aware of that your committee covers.
5.2.3. Tell you what your entitlements are (travel costs, sitting fees etc) and how to claim them.
5.2.4. Provide you with advice and support to carry out your role.

5.2.5. Assist you where necessary to obtain information about the Committee including frequency and duration of meetings, its legal authority, objectives etc.

5.2.6. Assist you were necessary to prepare agenda items.

5.2.7. Answer your queries as soon as possible.

5.2.8. Tell you what VWDN’s long-term goals are from having a representative on your committee

5.2.9. Provide you with a mentor who can help you in your role as required.

5.2.10. Make any public statements about the work of your committee.

5.3. The Committee’s responsibility to the representative

The Committee should:

5.3.1. Treat you as an equal member.

5.3.2. Listen to and take notice of what you say.

5.3.3. Explain any professional terms they use, so that you can understand what is discussed.

5.3.4. Give you all the information you need before the meeting, in a format you can use, and in sufficient time to look at it.

5.3.5. Give you time to talk to VWDN, its members, and the other Committee members about the issues raised, before a decision is made.
5.3.6. Allow you to register your disagreement on any matter and have it recorded.
5.3.7. Tell you what items are confidential – that can only be shared with VWDN’s Board, and what items can be made public.
6. Related Documents
· Attachment A - VWDN and WHV Partnership Governance Group, Recognition of Contribution and Expense Reimbursement Policy
· Attachment B – Meeting report template

· Attachment C – Information about Committees (from WWDA Guide for Representatives)

· Volunteer Policy

· Prevention and Settlement of Grievances Policy

· Media Policy

· Ideas Generation Policy

7. Dissemination

This policy will be provided to members when opportunities for representation arise.  It will also be provided upon request.
8. Acknowledgement

· Guide for Representatives by Women with Disabilities Australia

9. Authorisation
Signed by Keran Howe, Executive Officer

Date:
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Attachment A – VWDN Recognition of Contribution and Expense Reimbursement Policy.

Insert copy here
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Attachment B – Meeting Report Template

VWDN asks that you provide a report to the Executive Officer or delegated staff member on your work in order that we can keep track of our network of representatives. 
 After each meeting complete a written report. You may use another report format if you prefer or include another page. This report form is also to be used where you attend a conference, forum, or workshop as a VWDN representative.
Completed reports can be emailed, faxed or sent to:
Keran Howe

Executive Officer

Victorian Women with Disabilities Network

Level 1, 123 Lonsdale St, Melbourne Vic 3000
Ph: 03 9664 9340

fax: 03 96637955
Email: keran.howe@vwdn.org.au
Date of filing this report:

Name:
Address:

Phone number:

Email:

Name of Committee/Conference Details:
Committee Secretariat/Conference Contact Details:

Date of Meeting:

Location of Meeting:

Meeting Time:

Next Meeting is Scheduled:

Is this report Confidential?  Yes/No

Is there any issues arising from the meeting or conference you would like circulated to VWDN Members?

Key issues discussed at the meeting/conference?
Any outcomes or actions for consumers?
Personal achievements you would like VWDN to note?

Committee papers tabled and upcoming event and activities.  Please list or attach any relevant documents.

Was there any incident or feedback you would like noted or do you required additional support in this role?
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Attachment C – Information about Committees

For copyright purposes, this information has been taken from the Guide for Representatives published by Women with Disabilities Australia.  VWDN representatives can refer to this information as a guide to their work with VWDN.
What you need to know about committees
Committees have different names 

■ Council, Advisory Board, Advisory Committee 
■ Governance Group, Management Committee, Board 
■ Steering Committee, Reference Group 
■ Working Group
Before your start you will need to find out 

■ Information about the Committee, its structure; how it works; who it reports to; who to contact 
■ The Committee’s Terms of Reference and goals; long term plan 
■ Who the other Committee members are 
■ Relevant background material e.g. the Annual Report 
■ How often it meets 
■ How long you are appointed for and what the workload will be 
■ Reimbursement to cover your expenses and sitting fees (payment for taking part)
New committee members should receive an orientation 

■ Giving you background on the organisation and its structure 
■ Introducing you to other members – find out who they represent and what their roles are 
■ Bringing you up-to-date on recent committee work 
■ Telling you about your role 
■ Giving you copies of recent minutes, reports and other information 
■ Informing you how to claim for any expenses you may have, or any payments due 
■ VWDN will also give you a briefing
Terms of Reference 
■ Outline the purpose and objective of the Committee 
■ Nature of advice being sought 
■ Timelines 
■ Expected outcomes 
■ Power and decision making capacities
What a committee does 

■ reviews an existing policy 
■ identifies gaps in a program delivery 
■ provides advice and direction for new programs or modifies existing programs 
■ makes recommendations about performance indicators of service quality 
■ advises on policy 
■ evaluates a current level of service 
As an individual you can expect

■ to be treated as an equal member

■ to be heard, listened to and understood by the other members 
■ to be able to ask for explanation or more information 
■ to receive all information in a suitable form and with enough time to read it 
■ to be entitled to disagree, and have this recorded in the Minutes of the meeting 
■ to be able to talk to others about the Committee and processes 
Be realistic about what you can influence – change can take time 
Remember: You don’t have to have all the answers
What VWDN wants

■ better outcomes for women with disabilities 
■ to have a real part in influencing and forming policy
Skills and techniques on committees
Preparation – things to find out 

■ where does the Committee fit? 
■ how does it work? 
■ read all the papers 
■ find out about the consumer issues 
■ link with others on similar committees and network with other VWDN members
How you give your message 

■ let your personality develop your personal style 
■ be positive and constructive 
■ ask questions 
■ separate the issues from the people; separate principles from personality 
■ be ethical, honest, patient 
■ use humour 
Useful Techniques 

■ position: choose a good place to sit in the meeting 
■ name distractions and diversions 
■ focus on the purpose 
■ put consumer issues on the agenda 
■ use visual cues: action plans, flow charts, mind maps 
■ suggest alternative ideas, new information, refer to research 
■ write: key decisions, goals, your questions 
■ take notes for your report
Barriers

Organisational barriers to committee effectiveness
■ bureaucratic delays – government departments can take a long time to get things done 
■ lack of understanding of multiple responsibilities of members 
■ lack of notice of meetings 
■ poor access to documentation 
■ inadequate information 
■ use of jargon both bureaucratic and clinical 
■ time and travel 
■ issues not followed up or reviewed 
■ considerable time put in by members does not always have tangible results
Disability, language and cultural factors can be ignored 

Remind the Secretariat and Committee members what you need 
■ access, equity and accommodation of disability must be addressed 
■ non-English speaking backgrounds 
■ cultural barriers for the Deaf and Indigenous Australians
Representative factors 

■ consumers can lack confidence 
■ caring and other responsibilities can be ignored 
■ consumers’ may have had bad experiences elsewhere
Power/status factors 

■ perceived undervaluing of consumer input 
■ unequal power and resources 
■ absence of courtesy (calling consumers by first name and everyone else by formal title) 
■ power play or domination by other members
Common Problems and Solutions

Your agenda papers are incomplete 

■ ask for a complete copy of the papers; and 
■ ask for any important items to be deferred until you’ve looked at them
The agenda papers were late 

■ ask the Secretariat why the papers were late; and 
■ if it’s more than a one-off situation, have a word with the Chairperson
Jargon 

■ get Committee members to explain any terms or abbreviations you don’t understand; and 
■ get the Secretariat to provide you with a list of commonly used words or acronyms
Having problems getting heard 

■ create a positive first impression – arrive on time, be confident, be assertive 
■ refer to the Committee ‘standing orders’ or agreed procedures and track down the debate rules. Often a person can only speak a single time in any single debate 
■ whenever you speak, stick to the point and just explain your/VWDN’s point of view 
■ change your seating so you can catch the Chairperson’s eye better; and 
■ do not out-shout someone
You are locked in a stalemate 

■ take the initiative; try to state matters using different words, and change the game
You disagree with a major decision 

■ have your disagreement noted and as soon as possible contact VWDN for support
Agreement is reached but nothing’s done 

■ follow up with the Secretariat and ask what progress there is, so it gets done
A previous agreement is re-discussed 

■ refer back to previous minutes and bring this to the attention of the Committee
Accountability 

■ report back to VWDN regularly 
■ consult with the wider disability and consumer movement – you may have access to information that other Committee members do
Confidentiality
■ some committee information cannot be shared by the general public 
■ discuss confidentiality issues with the Chairperson or during the meeting 
■ get advice from VWDN
Conflict of Interest 

■ if you think you might gain financially, get a gift, or a service if you make a particular decision, you have a conflict of interest. You should not vote on this Item 
■ get advice from VWDN
Public Statements 

■ VWDN will make any Public Statement about an issue 
■ consult with the Executive Officer to give them any information needed

Isolation 

■ establish networks with other consumer representatives and groups 
■ keep in regular contact with VWDN; and 
■ keep in contact with other Committee members (if appropriate)

Directors of incorporated entities

■ ask the Secretariat about your liability and appropriate insurance
Effective representation 
■ have a positive and realistic outlook 
■ present your argument rationally and convincingly 
■ negotiate 
■ plan what issues you are going to tackle on behalf of VWDN and other consumers 
■ plan your tactics 
■ analyse issues and judge their effects on consumers 
■ present the consumer perspective not your own personal view 
■ speak with Committee members who share your views and negotiate with others 
■ get feedback through other VWDN members, and other consumer networks 
■ report regularly to VWFN 
■ don’t bargain over positions 
■ use agreed-upon criteria 
■ make sure all Committee members are committed to the outcomes 
■ improve your skills and use your skills
Effective communication
Asking open questions

Closed questions are yes/no questions and minimal information is being sought. Open questions start with: How? What? Who? Where? When? The questioner is seeking information and the person being asked feels empowered, especially when they are listened to carefully.
Listening skills

The ability to listen to others in an open, non-judgmental way is an important aspect of being an effective communicator and in solving problems.
Assertiveness or self confidence

This involves respecting and valuing yourself and other people. This skill is learned through experience and practice, and by observing others who are role models.
Creative problem solving and critical analytical skills

These skills mean being able to ask “What is the problem?”, and then brainstorming all possible solutions.
Some do’s and don’ts 
DO 
✓ Be assertive in putting your point of view

✓ Ask others for help. They will if they can! 
✓ Help others who ask you for help – as much as you can! 
✓ Notice what you have to offer and be positive about your ability to contribute! 
✓ Build on your strengths! 
✓ Acknowledge your successes, no matter how small! 
✓ Ask questions when you are unclear! Take on new challenges no matter how unconfident you may feel initially. Sometimes the deep end is the only way to go! 
✓ Set goals and acknowledge yourself for achieving them! 
✓ Have a rest from setting goals if it all gets too much! 
✓ Keep your word! 
✓ Look your best. It’ll give you confidence! 
✓ Remember to say ‘thank you’. A handwritten note or phone call can work wonders! 
✓ Give out your business card at every opportunity. It can include your name, contact details, qualifications, and areas of interest or expertise. 
DON’T 
✗ Don’t be afraid to ask questions. It’s the only way to find out what you need to know! 
✗ Don’t compare yourself to others. It’s a futile exercise! 
✗ Don’t put yourself or others down. It’s a bad habit!  
✗ Don’t be aggressive or judgemental toward other Committee members or their organisations. 

Tips for consumer representatives - reality checks
These are insights adapted from an article by Janne Graham, an experienced consumer advocate (Health Forum, December 1992: 24-25)
The Eight Consumer Rights
1. The right to safety

2. The right to be informed

3. The right to choose

4. The right to be heard

5. The right to redress

6. The right to consumer education

7. The right to a healthy environment

8. The right to satisfaction of basic needs

A few simple questions you should ask yourself when you join a committee (the questions are simple: the answers may not be). 
Why am I here? 

■ Is it to lobby on a particular issue, to put forward the particular policies of VWDN forward keep an eye on just what is going on in a particular policy area, just to represent a consumer perspective? If you are not sure, check back with VWDN. 
■ Sometimes there will be different consumer interests – you will need to take account of these or seek to get additional representation on your Committee for balance.
Where is here? 

■ find out what you can about the Committee 
■ its membership 
■ how it works (formally or informally, by consensus or vote) 
■ where it fits (sub committee of something else, advisory, final decisions) 
■ where the real action is
What will I do? 

■ decide on your objectives in being on the committee (if you need help check back with VWDN). Make sure the Committee takes account of the interests of women with disabilities 
■ an overall plan to achieve your objective may help. Ask yourself: 
- what might be the steps along the way? 
- what barriers have to be overcome? 
- how long should it take? 
- how will I know if I have been successful? 
- what help and information might I need? 

How will I do it? 

■ set goals for each meeting 
■ check out the information you are given. Do other "experts" agree? Can different conclusions be drawn from the same information? Is there information, which consumers and the community have, that needs to be added? 
■ look for the possibility of forming alliances within the Committee to resolve difficulties 
■ maintain contact with consumer representatives on related committees. If there are none, ask to have consumer representatives on your Committee
Is there anything else? 

■ read ALL the papers – for the first couple of meetings 
This will build your confidence, help you understand the issues and will often show any gaps or conflicts and sometimes reveal real gems which you can use to advantage. With experience you will be able to do some judicious scanning and skipping 
■ ask questions 
They can be very revealing and don’t commit you to anything. Don’t be afraid of looking silly or uninformed. More often than not the query you have will be shared by others. Always listen attentively to replies. If they are not answered pursue the questions 
■ separate the issues from the people 
Keep focused on the issues in the meeting. Keep asking what does this mean for consumers like me? for others who are worse off in the system? In the meeting breaks, lunches, organised dinners, even travelling, get to know the other members, let them get to know you. Understanding motivation and interests may help you formulate arguments in the meeting which will ‘connect’ with others. Others may want to respond to your position if they understand why you are concerned 
■ pay attention to process as well as content 
How things are done, how they are recorded, how the information is circulated, who arranges the meetings for whose convenience may make a difference to your effective participation. Bring problems to the attention of the meeting, the chair, its secretariat. If they are not addressed, talk with VWDN. You may be wasting your time 
■ have great expectations – but be satisfied with small achievements 
Change is often slow – two step forwards, one step backwards 
■ do the best you can 
Be ethical, honest, patient and polite. If it gets too much, just be yourself! 
Representation of VWDN

Page 3 of 19

