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Supporting consumer participation 
Consumer participation requires strategic planning and support to ensure its effectiveness 
and sustainability. Mechanisms for supporting participation detailed in this section are: 
support for consumer services; an enabling environment; working with diversity; consumer 
peer support and networks; role models and mentors; and education and training.22

Support for consumer services 

Consumer led or focused services play an important role in supporting and encouraging 
consumer participation across individual, service and systemic levels. 

Consumer involvement in consumer services provides a training ground where consumer 
participation and leadership skills and capabilities emerge and consumers are linked to 
relevant community participation activities. 

A number of consumer services also provide formal training and conferences for consumers 
aimed at developing skills and knowledge to enable and strengthen consumer participation. 
They may also provide formal and informal mentoring for consumers. 

Consumer services, such as the Victorian Mental Illness Awareness Council, provide 	
a knowledge base for consumer representatives to use in their advocacy of consumer 	
issues and a means of accountability back to other consumers for their work.

An enabling environment for consumer involvement

Providing a respectful enabling environment is viewed by consumers as an essential 
prerequisite for effective consumer participation.

Effective consumer involvement occurs within an environment that promotes the value 	
of consumer input as integral to service delivery. Consumer participation should 	
be considered as part of routine management practice. 

Important components of an enabling environment include: 

commitment from government through policy, guidelines and accountability•	

clear commitment and support from senior management within services and initiatives•	

operational support from direct managers/services for consumers who are involved, •	
including appropriate and accessible meeting venues, office support and providing 
resources to support participation 

providing good quality information, orientation and briefings about the issues, the work 	•	
of the committees or other functions for which consumers are participating 

structures that are linked and provide an information loop back to consumers about what 	•	
is happening in other areas related to the role of participating consumers

22	 �Department of Human Services: Victoria, Consumer leadership consultation report 2007, and Flinders University 
and South Australian Community Health Research Unit, 2000, Improving health services through consumer 
participation: a resource guide for organisations, Commonwealth Department of Health and Aged Care.
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respect for the particular expertise that consumers bring•	

at least two consumers on all committees to provide support for each other and to ensure •	
breadth of representation. 

Services need to be aware and take account of all things that enable consumers to get 	
involved, such as the physical location, transport, remuneration or reimbursement of expenses, 
interpreters, attendant carers and meeting support personnel.

Enablers of participation23

Organisational staff members Consumers, carers and community members

Communicate to all staff that there is support 
for participation from the top of the organisation 
and that the organisation has a willingness 	
to accept change.

Consumers, carers and community members 
should be involved from the earliest possible 
time and be given adequate notice.

Promote to staff the organisational policies 	
and structures that facilitate participation.

Accessible training on how to participate across 
the health service system.

Provide staff with training and information 	
on how to facilitate participation.

They should be involved in developing the 
processes and issues under consideration.

Work with each other to create trust and mutual 
understanding.

Ensure they understand the language 	
and systems the organisation uses.

Decide on lines of accountability and terms 	
of reference.

Check information is accessible to diverse 
community needs.

At the earliest possible time, inform all staff who 
will be affected by the decisions and provide 
access to information.

Ensure they are not isolated. Use open and 
inclusive processes and identify key staff 	
that can provide individual support.

Consider and provide resources for a range 	
of strategies to facilitate the particular 	
participation aim.

Reimburse costs of participation and provide 
resources to allow participation.

From the beginning, identify organisational 
mechanisms to incorporate the lessons learnt 
into daily practice or future planning and policy 
development.

Do not overburden people. Remember there are 
other important components of their lives.

Ensure staff are skilled in including consumers in 
evaluating participation activities and the results 
are published.

Inform people of the outcomes of their 
participation in the evaluation and co-designing 
of services.

23	 �Adopted & adapted from Doing it with us not for us: participation in your health service system 2006-
09: Victorian consumers, carers and the community working together with their health services and the 
Department of Human Services, 2006. 
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Working with diversity

Consumers are not a homogeneous group - they have different educational, cultural and 
employment backgrounds, age groups, gender, differing mental health and health needs, 	
and differing understandings and experiences of the mental health and broader health 
system. This needs to be recognised by services so that the many levels at which consumers 
can and feel able to participate are supported.

Specific populations, such as young people, women, indigenous people, and culturally and 
linguistically diverse (CALD) people need to be supported through targeted and appropriate 
consultation techniques and opportunities. Working in partnership with consumers from 
these populations will assist in the development of suitable strategies.

Consumer peer support and networks

Peer support and access to networks of consumers is critical to supporting and encouraging 
consumer participation. Involvement in a network of other consumers is valuable in a number 
of ways: for example, it offers a basis for consumers to learn about other consumers’ needs, 
experiences and perceptions which enriches their input. It also helps to build confidence 	
in consumers’ ability to work in groups and participate in a range of forums. 

Formal and informal mentoring and other forms of peer support are an important means of 
support and encouragement in developing a new generation of leadership.

Consumers identify the importance of being able to debrief with other consumers – 
particularly after a difficult experience when participating in a service or system meeting or 
conference. Debriefing is important to help analyse what went well, what didn’t go well, 	
and why. It is also important to maintain confidence and the energy to keep going.

Role models and mentors

Role models and mentors are also consumers who provide inspiration, motivation and 
demonstrate how good leadership can be achieved. 

Both formal and informal consumer mentoring by consumers experienced in participation 	
and leadership is a useful method of developing leadership. Mentoring at an organisational 
level is also important where an established community or consumer service partners with 	
an emerging organisation. 


