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Abstract

Background: Knowledge of place-based communities and the lived experiences of diverse
citizens such as disabled people are key to making more inclusive sustainable commu-
nities. Yet many voices in public planning and community engagement, such as people
with disabilities, neurodivergent people, children and young people, are often not heard.
Method: Bringing people together requires an artful approach that amplifies diverse voices
and stories while enabling solutions through knowledge exchange. In this article we share
the art of designing and doing community chats as an inclusive dialogical method. The
community chats used The World Café’s principles and framework adapted with inclu-
sive processes, enabling us to explore the concept of planning inclusive communities and,
importantly, solutions for them with community members with and without disabilities.
Findings: In this article we firstly critique the current tensions regarding community en-
gagement in public planning and participatory research methods, before outlining our
approach. This includes outlining in detail our design approach and applied processes for
maximising the participation of diverse people with disabilities and chronic illnesses. We
offer critical reflections on our key lessons learnt and the non-negotiables in undertaking
community chats. Conclusions: By sharing our thinking, approach and lessons learnt, we
offer an inclusive adaptive approach to a popular method—the world café—that can be
useful to evoke meaningful and empowering knowledge exchanges with diverse people
with disabilities to help progress actions towards making communities more inclusive.

Keywords: inclusive research; community chats; participatory methods; disability; world
café; community research; public planning; community engagement

1. Introduction

For a long time now, we have known that place-based community planning and
research offers a powerful foundation to expose social and spatial injustices and identify
ways towards more inclusive and impactful outcomes for diverse people and communities
(Westoby and Dowling 2013). Prioritising time and space for open respectful exchange
and poignant conversations about concerns and injustices is significant for identifying and
progressing social change and actions for more inclusive, just communities (Stafford et al.
2024). As Paul Freire noted (Freire 1972, p. 65), “without dialogue there is no communication,
and without communication there can be no true education”. Authentic dialogue, which
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involves all forms of expression not just the spoken word, is key to hearing lived experiences
(Smith-Merry 2019; O’Brien et al. 2022), uncovering collective knowledge, and identifying
the change needed to build capacity and progress disability and place justice in communities
(Sitter et al. 2023; Stafford and Novacevski 2026).

Despite diverse people with disabilities and place-based communities being rich
sources of lived knowledges and solutions, too often top-down processes, rushed engage-
ment, and people in power being dismissive of citizens’ role all hamper progress in driving
more inclusive planning and governance (Marcuse 2015). A resurgence in human-centred
planning spurred on by the global pandemic, recognises the importance of diverse groups
of people and communities as being key to making change and quality of place (Manns
2021). Yet, there is a significant art in bringing people together in a way that allows diverse
peoples’ knowledge, views, and stories to be heard while generating justice-oriented in-
sights and or solutions through knowledge exchange. In this article, the lead researcher Lisa
Stafford and one of the research partners, former community development lead Julie Ander-
sson, reflect from researcher and practitioner perspectives on the art of hosting community
chats. The chats were underpinned by inclusive principles and an adaptive approach of
The World Café (WC) (The World Café Foundation 2015) with creative resources to explore
the concept of inclusive communities and importantly the solutions and changes needed
for their implementation.

1.1. Project Context

The Planning Inclusive Communities project was a four-year project funded by the Aus-
tralian Research Council under DECRA fellowship with two distinct stages. The community
chats were part of stage 1. The overall research project and stage 1 received full committee
ethics approval that upheld the national statement of ethical conduct of human research in
Australia (QUT Ethics Approval Number: 1900000898). Stage 1 utilised a qualitative parallel
mixed-methods design due to its capacity to build knowledge in a way that aligns with the
interpretive lifeworld approach framed by Charmaz’s (2014) grounded theory. Informed by
inclusive research principles and guided by two local government partners and local advi-
sory groups, four methods were chosen and designed to provide participants with choice
of how to participate while also helping to address potential power differentials between
participant groups (Carter and Bumble 2018). The four methods were: an online anonymous
short questionnaire, an easy-read storyboard, one-on-one chats (in-depth interviews), and
community chats (See Stafford et al. 2023, 2024). The research methods were adapted to
work with COVID-19 lockdowns and changing government guidelines enforced at various
times between the commencement of the fieldwork in March 2020 to December 2021 to
ensure the safety of participants and fulfil government and research ethical obligations.
Each of the methods was framed by the same four research questions:

1.  What makes an inclusive community to you?

2. What helps make communities inclusive for people with disabilities?

3. What does not help make communities inclusive for people with disabilities?
4. What is needed to make communities better for all?

1.2. Article Structure

This article begins by providing an overview of the literature landscape in participatory
planning and community engagement followed by a review of participatory research creative
methods that seek to promote inclusion. The article then outlines in detail the community
chat method underpinned by WC principles but informed by inclusive research concerning
adaptive approaches and processes to maximise participation. The article then discusses
the key insights gained through the process as researcher and research partner—practitioner.
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This includes reflecting on why there is an art and an ethos to doing inclusive community
chats. We also reflect using the literature on the strengths and limitations, before ending
with reflection on how community chats as a practice can be used more widely in research
and public planning to evoke more robust knowledge exchanges to help progress actions
towards making communities more inclusive.

2. Literature
2.1. Engaging Who? Unmasking Exclusion and Tokenism in Community Engagement

There has been a significant growth in the “community engagement” and participation
industry over that past 10 years; however, growth has not necessarily equated to good
engagement, inclusion, or place-making. There have been questions as to whether the stan-
dardisation and matrix approach has led to place meaning and knowledge being misplaced
(Novacevski and Legacy 2025). The growth of community engagement has also seen an
interchanging of concepts such as “public participation” and “community engagement” that
has led to both confusion and a lack of clarity in objectives and outcomes (Ross et al. 2016).
There has also been a dark side to this growth—where exclusion, tokenism and privileging
the voices of the privileged can be perpetuated (Novacevski and Legacy 2025). Researchers
have also discussed how systematic inequalities (e.g., misogyny, ableism and settler colo-
nialism) and institutional gaslighting are occurring within community engagement in larger
development and infrastructure programmes, which have kept people and communities in
a cycle of unknown harm and disrupted community-led change (Legacy et al. 2024, p. 944).

The technocratic neoliberalism approach to planning and engagement has also weak-
ened the depth of planning practitioners” own knowledge and skills for inclusive working
and planning with community and diverse members, such as people with disabilities
(Caprotti 2018; Stafford et al. 2022). As Umemoto (2017, p. 298) notes,

“...one could argue that planning as a profession is faltering in part because
practitioners and scholars have failed to counter the neoliberal narrative and
make a stronger case for planning that puts “people over profits”, as the well-
worn slogan goes”

Many voices are also simply not thought of, accessed, heard, and or given the same
weight of influence as other voices in the bare-minimum engagement activities employed
by the government and consultants under the guise of doing some level of engagement
according to the emergent “community engagement” industry standards (Kiddle 2020).
As Novacevski and Legacy (2025, p. 672) outline, participation in public planning and
other engagement activities is “at risk of becoming commodified, homogenised, and
abstracted from place in order to comply with participatory planning standards. ..”. Moves
to standardise community engagement not only promote homogenisation, but shun cultural
place knowledge and practices, creating unsafe spaces for First Nations individuals to
engage in planning processes (Kiddle 2020). Homogenisation and standardisation also
promote ableism and the silencing of disabled people’s voices (Stafford and Novacevski
2026); Salomon and Cho (2022) outlines how standard communicative planning processes
like town halls alienate neurodivergent people. One-way engagement activities like tick-a-
box exercises or common “have-your-say” website forms commonly used by governments
often overlook and exclude a diverse range of people and groups—particularly people with
cognitive disabilities (Stafford et al. 2022) and people with barriers to digital accessibility
(digital literacy, internet access, data affordability) (Thomas et al. 2025). These critiques are
poignant and these methods need contesting, as they are inadequate as an inclusive method
to progress action towards planning more inclusive communities. As an example, this is
impacted by local councils across Australia interpreting their own Local Government Acts
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determining what their role is and how to undertake community engagement, spanning
statutory planning to other regulatory services.

2.2. Strengths and Tensions in Participatory Research Methods

Participatory research methods, founded on justice and the right to have a voice, were
instrumental in the uprising against traditional methods that limited or in some instances
excluded the involvement and voices of certain people and communities (Mertens 2010). As
an act of deviance and activism, children’s researchers, disability researchers, Indigenous
researchers, people-of-colour researchers, queer researchers and intersectional researchers
created ways that push against the academic and hegemonic oppressive structures present
in research methods. This saw a turn towards transformative and critical paradigms
and a surge in creative participatory methods that give visibility, voice and power to
marginalised people and communities (Mertens 2010). This includes methods such as
activity-based interviews (Stafford 2017); performativity or performance-based research
methods like dance and poetry (Fenge 2022; Hole and Schnellert 2024); and digital-based
research (Sitter et al. 2023) like digital storytelling (see Article 3—co-creation of stories
for change in this Special Issue). Creative methods have an immense benefit for people
with disabilities, researchers and stakeholders concerning knowledge generation and
generating deep emergent insights (Carter and Bumble 2018; Stafford 2017). In community-
level research, participatory research has been applied to explore various life needs and
solutions—climate change, food security, transport, health, etc. However, there are many
considerations and critical reflections needed when deciding on participatory methods,
because not all approaches progress all voices (Liebenberg 2018). We describe the key
considerations and tensions that shaped the decision to include inclusive community chats
as one of the research activities people could get involved in.

2.2.1. Critical Reflection 1: Creative Methods Do Not Automatically Promote the Voices of
People with Disabilities

While there has been an abundance of articles discussing the power of participatory
creative methods, one thing that has emerged in both practice and research is that their
use does not automatically promote the inclusion and participation of diverse people with
disabilities. Several methodological research articles have discussed the limitations of using
creative methods with people with disabilities (Chinn and Balota 2023; Ruanggoon et al. 2023;
Williamson et al. 2020). The key criticisms have included time barriers, which relate to the
additional time burden involved in planning and accessing the environment to take images
for some people with disabilities; this may also mean having to organise and utilise carers
or paid support hours to undertake this task, which is a burden people without disabilities
do not need to consider (Bumble and Carter 2021; Ruanggoon et al. 2023). Environmental
Barriers relate to the physical and sensory barriers people with disabilities may encounter
getting to and into environments (Ruanggoon et al. 2023). There is also the often hidden
emotional and energy load of having to plan to undertake such tasks in lieu of these barriers,
which is often taken for granted by people without disabilities (Stafford 2017).

Digital access barriers may also be encountered by some people with disabilities. This
includes having limited access to and or experience with digital technology, which can
hinder their ability to effectively use cameras, smart phones and related software (Chinn
and Balota 2023). Providing a disposable camera as an alternative may create physical
access barriers. Furthermore, some people may live in areas where access to the internet
is limited or not available (Thomas et al. 2025). Additionally, if people are having to
share/email photos, data poverty can be a major factor again due to poverty experienced
by many people with disability (Bumble and Carter 2021). So, consideration is needed in
how to support participation without adding another barrier or burden.
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Interpretation and communication barriers are important to consider. People with
intellectual, learning, cognitive, or complex psychosocial disabilities may need inclusive
approaches such as photovoice and digital storytelling to support participation. However,
participation instructions are often unclear or overly complex, limiting engagement (Chinn
and Balota 2023; Feniger-Schaal and Geiger Shabtay 2024). Adequate time and support to
communicate the meaning of images is also essential but frequently lacking (Williamson
et al. 2020). Participation can be improved through tailored facilitation, communication
support, and sufficient time for activities (Williamson et al. 2020; Chinn and Balota 2023).

These issues are not insurmountable or imply researchers and community practitioners
should avoid creative methods, rather they highlight the need for a critical inclusive lens to
be applied to ensure diverse people with disabilities are included (Williamson et al. 2020),
because creative methods are a powerful means and platform to hear the voices of diverse
people with disabilities (Stafford 2017). It is also critical to plan and design from the onset with
affected citizens with disabilities with any inclusive creative approaches (O’Brien et al. 2022).

2.2.2. Critical Reflection 2: The Power and Limitations of World Cafés

Growth and innovations in participatory research have greatly enhanced the way
we think about, design and support community and group conversations in research.
Moving beyond the traditional focus group, we have seen inclusive approaches to support
community conversations about experiences and issues and identify solutions/change
actions to improve equity, justice and quality of life for all community members (Carter and
Bumble 2018). One such method is the world café approach, which is increasingly popular
in community development practice and research. The world café was first conceived
in 1995 by Juanita Brown and David Isaac through serendipitous circumstances (forced
small-table conversations) (The World Café Foundation 2015); it has since developed into a
favourite approach to hold deep conversations about diverse community-level concerns
and issues to generate more deliberative actions among community development and
health sectors (Prokopovich et al. 2023). It is underpinned by seven core principles: (1) Set
the Context, (2) Create a Hospitable Space, (3) Explore Questions that Matter, (4) Encourage
Everyone’s Contribution, (5) Connect Diverse Perspectives, (6) Listen Together for Patterns
and Insights, and (7) Share Collective Discoveries (see The World Café Foundation 2015).

More recently, inclusive participatory researchers have also taken up the WC as a
research method to explore complex social-justice and community-level research questions
with people with disabilities (Ruanggoon et al. 2023; Bumble and Carter 2021). As Lohr
et al. (2020) found, world cafés are not only a participatory method that produces data as
the dialogue and mutual learning gained from participating is of benefit to participants and
researchers. Bumble and Carter (2021, p. 201) in their systematic review identified that WCs
are helpful in informing policies, practices and programmes relevant to the community,
but they also uniquely provide an opportunity for policymakers/decision-makers to work
alongside communities through the process. Furthermore, WC promotes flexibility and
adaption to hear a wide range of voices across various topics (Bumble and Carter 2021;
Lohr et al. 2020).

The intent of WC as a method is to facilitate open, difficult conversations in a re-
laxed, café-style setting; encourage cross-pollination of ideas; harness collective knowledge
through dialogical exchange; and encourage and promote strategic thinking and collabo-
ration that seeks to promote change (The World Café Foundation 2015). However, there
are some limitations of world cafés in a research context that have been described in a
small but growing portion of the literature concerning its use with people with disabilities.
This includes: WC should not be the only method available to people with disabilities
to participate in research or community change due to being group-based (Carter and
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Bumble 2018; Bumble and Carter 2021); power imbalance at small tables is another concern,
making it unclear whose voices are being represented in feedback (Lohr et al. 2020). In
considering other’s experiences, the research project approached the design of community
chats underpinned by the ethos and principles of the WC (The World Café Foundation
2015), but the format and approach was adapted to provide a more inclusive environment
to maximise the participation of diverse people with disabilities. The process, rationale and
reflection are discussed in the remainder of this article.

3. Method and Research Design—Community Chats as a Method
3.1. Rationale for Choosing Community Chats for Diverse Voices

As outlined at the start of this article, the transformative power of dialogue cannot
be overstated. However, a key question remained: how can community-level research
conversations be undertaken that facilitate the views of people with diverse disabilities and
circumstances without privileging one form of expression over another? As the research
aimed to understand inclusive communities, it was crucial to create space for participants
to share their lived experiences and connect with others to generate ideas and actions
for change. It was also recognised that inclusive participatory methods could expand
opportunities for diverse voices to be heard. Hence, we decided on “community chats”
(Carter and Bumble 2018) as one method that could integrate dialogical and creative
expression in a place-group context but remain grounded in principles of inclusive research
and the world café ethos. This approach sought to support deeper conversation and
potentially collective sense-making while reducing barriers to participation.

3.2. Participants: Who Got Involved in Community Chats

Eleven two-hour community chats were conducted face-to-face with strict COVID-19
protocols in place starting in late 2020 in Gympie but predominantly occurring in 2021
and in Tasmania due to the unique border-closure situation. One chat was specific for
young people, eight of the larger chats also had a visual recorder present who live-drew
the themes and ideas shared during the group harvest and two of the chats were done with
a hybrid method; we had people in the room and were also able to connect people online
who were not able to be in the room due to personal or location circumstances. Three did
not have graphic harvest due to imposed restrictions and/or availability at the time. We
had a total of 71 participants involved in the chats. Ethics approval conditions prevented
disaggregated data by regions and by disability type/age/gender due to identifiability
issues within communities.

Participants were recruited by disseminating information through advisory groups,
local government networks and non-profit organisations’ social media sites; as well as local
radio and print media. Informed consent was facilitated through participant information
sheets and resources including easy-read information and consent forms and short videos,
along with an easy-read full website. Participants registered for chats and completed
consent forms online using Qualtrics, by email, or via phone.

3.3. Planning and Designing the Community Chats—Setting the Context

The fundamental first step in planning was bringing together the research team, which
included a paid lived-experience advisor, local government partners, local advisory groups
which were made up of people with lived experiences and various community stakehold-
ers appointed in 2020 through an Expression-of-Interest process and additional members
included in 2021 due to alteration of the original numbers. The idea of community chats
was discussed among the other methods outlined in Section 1.1 in an evolving, changing
environment due to COIVD-19. Lisa as lead researcher discussed the role of group conver-
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sations and what they added to community-based research. Lisa discussed and showed
the world café quick guide (See The World Café Foundation 2015) as an empowering
participatory way of hosting community-based research. We then invited conversations
on what works and does not in a group/place context. We also shared reflection from
previous research and discussed the ways we could address known limitations to enable
more people with diverse disabilities to feel like they can be involved. From this emerged
the approach, questions, resources, and adaptive format.

Questions: The questions, while crafted with local government partners and advisory
groups, also had to be aligned with the stage-1 research questions applied across the other
three methods (one-on-one chat, easy-read storyboard, and anonymous questionnaire) as
outlined in Section 1.1. The two questions were:

e  Round 1: What makes communities inclusive for you? Participants were promoted to
think about what helps, or what does not help you feel included (linking to stage-1
research questions 1 and 2).

e Round 2: What would you change or add to make communities more inclusive for
people of all ages and all disabilities? (Links to stage-1 research questions 3 and 4).

Participants were given these questions ahead of the community chat to allow people
time to prepare in advance. This is an important and recognised practice in inclusive research
with diverse people with disabilities (Garratt et al. 2022; Wayland and Watharow 2025). The
reasons for this include: it is responsive to participants’ diverse learning, engagement and
processing needs; participants feel more comfortable and less intimidated by knowing what
will be discussed; it reduces cognitive load by allowing participants time to prepare/make
notes to support sharing in participatory group contexts like WC; and it can promote fairer
opportunities for people to discuss ideas and experiences (Eidenskog et al. 2024; O’Brien
et al. 2022; Smith-Merry 2019).

3.3.1. Selecting Location and Venues

The locations for the chats were influenced by many things. Advisory groups helped
identify the key places (suburbs/towns) and venues to hold the chats to reflect diverse
place needs and complexities located in the regions. It was important that community
facilities were accessible (physical, cognitive and sensory). COVID-19 safety plans needed
to be completed for the project and for many venues. Some physical visits to venues
occurred beforehand to verify physical and acoustic access, catering and bathrooms. We
found out the hard way previously that when people say venues are accessible sometimes
they are not—like by providing an accessible bathroom that was incorporated into an
existing toilet behind a wall you could not get to, or a room without carpet where sound
bounced around making participation difficult for people who are hard of hearing and/or
use hearing devices.

3.3.2. Allocating Resources Supporting Participation

Budget was allocated to support people attending a community chat if that was their
preferred option. This included transport support, mostly in the form of taxi vouchers, and
budget allocation for live captioners, sign-language interpreters, in our case AUSLAN—
Australian sign language, other language interpreters to support people with disabilities
for whom English is a second language, easy-read formats of participation information and
consent and workshop material, and support for communication partners. People could
express a desire for participation support on their registration and consent form. It was also
checked when the venue confirmation and questions were sent to all registered members.
Some people took up taxi vouchers.

https:/ /doi.org/10.3390/socscil5070417


https://doi.org/10.3390/socsci15070417

Soc. Sci. 2026, 15,417

8 of 19

We also used different resource materials to support diverse ways people could
engaged in dialogue around the two core questions. This including having available a
range of materials such as photocard sets (e.g., Picture-This (2019), Reflexions (2017), and
Strength Cards® (2018), all from St Luke’s Innovative Resources (2017, 2018, 2019) https:
/ /innovativeresources.org/about-us/), coloured pens and pencils, sticky notes, shapes,
and butchers’ paper on the tables to help people explore each question, communicate and
share experiences. (see Table 1, Figures 1 and 2). Photocard sets offer a means to help
express a feeling or meaning, while avoiding having to require people to bring along photos
due to the known burdens surrounding time, resources, emotional load, and inaccessibility.
In addition, the varying COVID-19 restrictions at the time restricted community access.

Table 1. Creating the atmosphere: what we included on the dialogue tables.

Included on the tables were live herb plants like lavender and flowers, tactile aids,
battery-operated candles, wrapped sweets (chocolates and mints), laminated copies of the
question in large 16-point font that could be easily wiped down, an easy-read version, printed
laminated colour copies of the world café principles and a Café Etiquette illustration by Avril
Orloff from Café to Go © 2015 The World Café Community Foundation www.theworldcafe.com,
spare individually wrapped masks, hand sanitizers and wipes, gloves, and digital recorders; the
tables had butchers’ paper rolled across them that was stuck down with sticky tape so people
could doodle or write thoughts to share. See also Figures 1 and 2.

Figure 1. Image from one of the community chat locations illustrating the table set up in a u shape
with the items described in Table 1, along with a large monitor in the background for the hybrid link
and the lead researcher (Lisa) in the background.
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Figure 2. Examples of materials participants used to reflect on questions and to tell stories including
using colour pens to draw words and images on butchers’ paper.

We also budgeted for a graphic/visual recorder for the community chats, in line with
the group harvesting principles of the world café. Graphic recording involves capturing
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ideas and expressions through drawing words and images as they are spoken in the group
harvest for each round (The World Café Foundation 2015) (see Figure 3). The visual recorder
signed a confidentiality agreement as part of the research process.
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Figure 3. An image from one of the community chats, showing the researcher (Lisa) undertaking
group harvesting with Kylie Dunne (the visual/graphic recorder). Kylie is drawing the ideas shared
by participants about what makes communities inclusive directly on large paper stuck to a wall.

3.4. Setting up the Community Chats for Atmosphere and Accessibility

As The World Café Foundation (2015) clearly outlines, atmosphere matters when
hosting community chats. We also knew this firsthand from previously running world
café-style focus groups in the context of human services delivery. However, in COVID-19
times there were significant additional considerations that shaped the set up—including
those of layout, sharing of resources and food sharing.

Layout: COVID-19 distancing rules set out by the Australian government dictated
the layout; this included the spacing between people, which made the small-group tables
quite large and not inclusive in terms of sensory needs (both hearing and acoustics). What
we choose instead was a u-shape or semi-circle format and rooms with floor coverings
(acoustic needs) to achieve the large distances required (see Figure 1). We also used portable
microphone systems to aid quality of hearing in sharing conversations.

Sharing of food: Every session had food provided at the start and during the break.
However, because COVID-19 restrictions were in place, we had to do food differently too—
such as by ordering food through catering services and we had to provide single-person
catering—Ilike a lunch in a box or wrapped sandwiches.

Sharing resources: As everything needed to be sanitised before handling and after
handling, we sought helpers from the partner and advisory group to help ensure safety
protocols in the chats. Helpers signed confidentiality agreements and were assigned key
roles, like wiping the microphone before handing to next person, being assigned to the
food table to avoid reuse of utensils, laying out the photocards on a separate table for
people to look at and select rather than participants passing across tables and sanitising the
cards afterwards.

3.5. Format: How We Did the Community Chats

The community chats were underpinned by the ethos of the world café; however, the
structure varied to ensure diversity in the people with disabilities that could participate.
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We could not have lots of rounds as this created a range of barriers to participation. Instead,
our two-hour community chats were structured around two rounds of questions with an
approximately 15 min break in-between for food, rest (another inclusive measure), and
socialising. We also removed the table rotations in each round, to slow down the speed
of conversation to allow time and space for people and groups to have time to share and
support deeper conversation for each question—we discuss these benefits in the discussion.

The Format

Welcoming Introduction: At the start of every community chat, Lisa as the lead
researcher undertook an acknowledgment of country, explained the research project and
outlined who was in the room and their roles, how the chat would work, and housekeeping
and safety. The researcher also talked about how participation is voluntary, and at any
time people can choose to leave or take a break. Lisa also reinforced the importance of only
sharing what people are comfortable with sharing.

Individual Rounds:

e  For each round, participants were given time to individually reflect (5 min) and think
about what they wanted to share in response to the question. Participants were told
to draw from their experiences, covering stories, memories, spaces, infrastructure or
places. They were told they could use any of the picture cards to help convey their
story /meanings.

e Then, in a small group or with the person sitting next to them, they were asked to
share their explanations or thoughts they were comfortable sharing in response to
the question.

Group Harvest: After 10-15 min, the lead researcher invited people to share as part
of the large group key thoughts/experiences regarding the question—this is known as a
group harvest; the final phase of the round. During the group harvest, ideas, differences
and shared discoveries occurred in real time, revealing emerging themes (The World Café
Foundation 2015). Due to the size restrictions in place, the small number of people in the
chats meant every person had the opportunity to share their reflections on the question for
that round—strengthening WC principles “7. listening together for patterns/insights” and
“8. connecting diverse perspectives”. We used microphones to ensure hearing accessibility
and to aid the accuracy of recording and capture.

Recording Insights: Responses for each question were captured through audio record-
ing, notes by researchers, and in eight of the chats a visual/graphic recorder (Kylie Dunn)
who in real time captured the key concepts and ideas shared by participants by drawing
images and words (see Figure 3).

Closing: At the end of the rounds and the end of the chat, the lead researcher sum-
marised the key themes emerging from the community chat, as well as highlighted visual
recordings and reported timeframes.

3.6. Analysis and Dissemination of Emergent Meaning and Change Framework

In this project, insights from community chats were combined with data from the
easy-read storyboards, anonymous questionnaires, and one-on-one conversations gathered
during 2020 and 2021. The research team used Charmaz’s (2014) ground theory frame-
work with triangulation (Denzin 2012) to undertake multiple-stage analysis starting with
de-identification of the transcripts (one-on-one and community chats) and open-ended
questions from the questionnaire. Individual coding of each data type was undertaken
first—initial and focused coding—before moving to the merging step of the different data-
type findings, through to interpretive steps and theoretical saturations. The visual data
was directly considered with the narrative transcripts as participants provided their ex-
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planations of why they chose the picture/words. This inductive analytical process was
assisted by the qualitative software NVIVO 12 and two coders aiding qualitative inter-rater
reliability to ensure the trustworthiness of the qualitative analysis. From this synthesis and
the rigorous staged coding process emerged grounded knowledge—in our case the Mak-
ings and Framework of Change. This detailed analytic process took almost nine months
in 2022 to undertake given the multiple methods producing rich descriptive, dialogical
and creative data. Such a process balanced out any individual response bias gained from
providing questions in advance.

Communicating Emerging Knowledge

In community-based participatory research, it is critical that participants can see how
emergent knowledge is shaped by their shared ideas and stories and that it is presented
in formats that support advocacy for change. With the guidance of partners, advisory
groups and research team members we generated various formats to describe, explain
and share the new knowledge. The report and link to the video and webpage were sent
to all participants who we had contact information for, noting some participants were
anonymous. Examples include:

e  Visualisation of the emergent grounded theory—The Making of Inclusive Communi-
ties was discovered through synthesis and analysis by the research team alongside
Kylie (graphic/visual recorder). This shows the five key elements—The Makings of
Inclusive Communities and Change is Needed Framework along with a plain-text
summary—see Figure 4.

The Makings of Inclusive Communities
B mes, %ﬁ) g

% [ﬁ all aspects of planning N Nature, People, Place
i * Inclusively designed

All people centred spaces and infrastructure
public planning C > are assets of community

processes and decisions with Equity, Accessibility,

Needed

Vibrant places
(Urban Governance) Ease as core foundations and experiences

Urban Planning and Urban Governance - Processes Education and
Design Practice and Decision Making Leadership
W 5

* All people must be at the centre of what we * Lived expertise is valuable knowledge and * Recognise and understand planning for our

do and be involved from the start. embedded in all aspects of urban governance. human diversity across the lifespan.
« Inclusive/universal design with biophilic * Working in collaboration and co-creating, « Challenge negative perceptions and

design /urban greening is integral to working across disciplines, sectors, and naysayers.

communities. agencies. * Awareness raising education and amplifying
* Foregrounding equity, ease and accessibility in « Communicate with all from the start using diverse voices.

planning and designing for movement and multiple methods suitable for diverse « Demonstrate what's possible using case

place. audiences. studies while respecting the unique context of
« Raising ambitions by going beyond minimal or « Decision making has integrity, flexibility, and be place.

compliance-focused approach. guided by lived knowledges. « Being inclusive creates economic and regional
« Develop inclusive planning practice guidance « Integrated planning processes for more development.

and urban design codes. equitable, connected and efficient — « Representation and
« Integrated planning that centres equity and ways of working. § leadership by and

inclusion, wellbeing, climate adaptation. * We listen, learn and then act. = with Disabled People
* Future proofing design using inclusive @ is essential.

sustainable approach. ’

0}
How

Figure 4. An image of the visualisation created displaying the emergent grounded theory—The Making
of Inclusive Communities. This includes the five key elements and Change is Needed Framework.

e A Short Film of Themes and Change Framework: The Makings—Planning Inclusive
Communities https://youtu.be/mQfdNt_guYw, accessed on 18 June 2026.

e A Summary Report with easy-read summaries that was also added to policy observa-
tory for ease of access for policymakers https://www.planninginclusivecommunities.
com/the-makings-easy-english, accessed on 18 June 2026.

e A Celebration Event—like we hosted on International Day of Persons with Disability
that displayed all the chat graphic recordings.
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e An open access peer-reviewed journal article from the findings.

4. Discussion: Reflections and Learnings

Conducting this type of research requires specific skills and experience, as well as
a strong commitment to critical reflection and a social-justice ethos. Much has already
been written about critical reflection, including intentionality, examination of inherent bias
and inclusive approaches to participation. What we add to this dialogue is a reflexive
account of using community chats as a method in place-based research that is inclusive of
diverse people with disabilities. We share our key learnings and discuss their significance
in creating space for authentic, inclusive chats in the community and how this approach
strengthens the use of dialogical and creative methods such as the world café in more
inclusive ways.

4.1. Principles in Action: Art and Ethos

Undertaking inclusive community chats does require an art in order to adapt and run a
world café format (Carter and Bumble 2018); however, it is the underlying ethos that shapes
and determines whether participation is inclusive. The ethos includes a commitment to
participation as a right for people with disabilities as outlined in the UNCRPD (2006),
which is strongly reinforced in recent inclusive research reflections by O’Brien et al. (2022)
and Garratt et al. (2022), along with specific works in participatory methods like WC and
community chats (Carter and Bumble 2018). Enabling authentic dialogue and transfor-
mative outcomes depends on researchers valuing lived experience (Smith-Merry 2019)
and community-level knowledge (Carter and Bumble 2018). Inclusion and transformative
research are achieved through the enactment of key principles in practice. Without such
grounding, research projects risk becoming procedural or tokenistic in nature. While much
change in inclusive participatory research has been documented (See Garratt et al. 2022;
O’Brien et al. 2022), it is still not an embedded practice. Thus, there is still a strong reliance
on the ethos of research leaders, community practitioner leaders, and decision-makers to
ensure inclusion is put into action, highlighting the importance of sharing this learning.

4.2. Facilitation Matters

Researchers do not often think of themselves as facilitators, but often what we are
doing in community-based research is helping to facilitate conversational exchange around
life themes that are often messy, complex and imbued with lived meaning. Being able to
critically reflect with each other on what is/was or was not working early on and pivoting
is a key part of a facilitator’s role. What emerged early in the community chats was the
importance of creating time and space for individual reflection first, before moving to
small-group then whole-group reflection. This is not a common WC practice, but one that
was important for cognitive accessibility. As a facilitator, you must also be able to read
the room—gauging what is needed as conversations unfold. This often involves adjusting
timing, such as allowing an extra minute or so to finish, to support the communication
needs of individuals or groups.

Another important part of facilitation was holding space when listening to one another
(Lohr et al. 2020). This included giving each person the opportunity to take turns sharing
something if they wanted to per round, which also engendered a sense of a supportive
environment as they took turns. This was reinforced by one of the participants who shared
in the chat that their mental health needs often meant they didn’t come to these things,
but because they knew others who were coming they felt able to participate although a
little overwhelmed. However, it needs to be acknowledged that this is not everyone’s
experience—some people will not feel comfortable in a group context (Lohr et al. 2020).
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Turn-taking can also help mitigate dominant voices to ensure all voices were heard, some-
thing Carter and Bumble (2018) also found important in their community chats. Providing
time, space and holding space is critical for people with diverse disabilities and health
needs. Many people with disabilities fear not being listened to based on their previous
experiences (Carter and Bumble 2018). In our reflections, what gets in the way of authentic
inclusive community research is undervaluing the importance of time and space and the
amount needed for dialogue and identifying needs and actions. This is not an uncommon
problem, Smith-Merry (2019, p. 1949) identified one of the most crucial considerations to
support inclusive research is communication and timely preparation.

4.3. An Analytical Framing Is Needed

Having an analytical framing with world cafés or in our case community chats is
important in upholding research rigour and social justice. The framing of Mertens’s (2010,
2021) transformative paradigm and using mixed methods guided by Charmaz’s (2014)
grounded theory analytical framework provided the opportunity to put participatory inclu-
sive principles into practice, while remaining grounded and aware. Charmaz’s grounded
theory approach was important and necessary in terms of authenticity to the insights,
while at the same time providing the rigour demanded in participatory inclusive research
(Smith-Merry 2019). With regard to the provision of questions ahead of time to participants,
there are concerns about response bias in the outcomes; however, this is contested strongly
for three reasons. Reason 1: Like most research situated in the transformative paradigm this
project is underpinned by ontology and epistemology that recognises subjective realities
and people’s own interpretive meaning of their experiences (Mertens 2010). Reason 2: Re-
hearsing or feeling prepared by having questions in advance aligns with the social-justice
tenets of the transformative paradigm—emancipating the voices of marginalised people
(Mertens 2021). Reason 3: Having a rigorous methodological and analytic framework in
place enables the synthesis of all data insights, while addressing bias. Bias always exists
in research; the danger is when it is not acknowledged and there is no methodological or
analytic framework in place to guide the process of interpretation (Smith-Merry 2019).

4.4. Narrative and Visuals Powerfully Convey Lived Meaning

As the literature on visual methods and photovoice methods has shown over decades,
images and photos are powerful ways to help tell and share meanings particularly about
everyday phenomena (Williamson et al. 2020). But as outlined earlier, requiring people to
go out and take pictures even accompanied can be an added burden, and in some cases
can be too hard for many (Chinn and Balota 2023; Ruanggoon et al. 2023; Williamson et al.
2020)—hence utilising photo packs in the chats. Even though photo packs are not the exact
photo taken by people, they offer an important aid to help people convey meanings and
experiences (Stafford et al. 2021). In the community chats, it was often observed that for
many people photos/images sparked thoughts and evoked memories that helped them
put words to their thoughts. This was essential in enabling people to express themselves in
ways that may not have been possible through more traditional methods. In one situation
a participant had photos of a lamb and of fire, they described their memories of significant
historical fire which evoked others who also experienced it to share on those memories,
which also led to key meanings of community emerging. We also observed that for some
people they were hesitant at first to engage with the photos, but with time and observing
others using them, we found by round two most used the picture cards to share and reflect.

It also never lost its appeal to see people’s responses to the group harvest—where
experiences, ideas and solutions were live-drawn and captured by the visual/graphic
recorder Kylie Dunn. While graphic harvesting has been written about by WC researchers
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(Kelly 2005), through this research experience the benefits of graphic/visual recording of
group harvest for people to connect experiences and ideas generated by the group were
clear. We observed the process provided immediate feedback that participants were heard,
while also allowing them to add anything that was missing, or change anything they felt
was not captured as intended. It also provided people an immediate record of what was
generated. The project reinforced that using creative approaches, when considered through
an inclusive lens, helps support diverse voices to be heard (Mertens 2021).

4.5. Setting Up Community Chats for Inclusive Success

The success of community chats depends on the extent to which they consider and
address the multidimensional nature of accessibility. For us this meant considering cog-
nitive, sensory, and physical accessibility simultaneously. There is extensive guidance on
inclusive research practice (see Garratt et al. 2022; O’Brien et al. 2022), applying inclusive
practices in community engagement (Carter and Bumble 2018), and also individual country
strategies/guides (see example Australian Human Rights Commission 2021). As such, we
have chosen to highlight some of the key rationales for the adaptive actions undertaken
that uphold the WC ethos but also reflect inclusive principles in community chats, which
can strengthen the participation of diverse people with disabilities. These are presented
in Table 2 below. The important thing to note is that group environments may never be
comfortable for some regardless of how well they are designed or facilitated (Lohr et al.
2020) and that providing multiple ways to participate is a must for inclusion, as was done
in this project.

Table 2. Summary of some key adaptive actions to enhance inclusion in community chats.

Adaptive Action

Inclusive Research Measure Aligned WC Principle

Provide the questions ahead
of time

A critical inclusive step for removing stress
from the unknown and fear of saying the
wrong thing, allowing people to think about
the question and prepare what they would
like to say or share. Also, in the chat provide
questions in easy- English and plain-English
large-print 16-point font laminated and place
on the tables.

Setting up the Context
Encourage Everyone’s Contribution
Create Hospitable Space

Limit the number of rounds

Limiting how many rounds supports

inclusion by allowing a slower-paced

discussion that encourages everyone’s . Encourage Everyone’s Contribution
contribution and provides time and space to e Listen Together for Patterns and Insights
connect shared ideas and experiences tohelp e  Share Collective Discoveries

progress change. For our two-hour chat we

had two rounds—one question per round.

Limit required movement and
promote smaller close sharing

We did not move people from table to table
which meant not having to re-introduce
oneself which can be confronting and
overwhelming for some and not having to
re-position oneself for physical and

sensory comfort.

Instead, we offered:

. Small, localised discussions with those
seated nearby, enabling exchange while
remaining in place.

e  The option for participants to join
digitally or remotely via a hybrid format.

Create Hospitable Space
Encourage Everyone’s Contribution
Connect Diverse Perspectives
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Table 2. Cont.

Adaptive Action

Inclusive Research Measure

Aligned WC Principle

Have more chats with a smaller
number of people

Instead of having one to two big community
groups, it was decided to have more WCs (we
ended up with 11) with smaller numbers. This
was also governed by COVID-19 space
requirements. Using groups of 10-16 people
allowed for deeper conversations and for
people to hear each other, add to each other’s
stories, or describe different realities. Again,
this will vary according to context.

Create Hospitable Space
Encourage Everyone’s Contribution
Listen Together for Patterns and Insights

Communicate collective insights
to promote sensory accessibility

Describing the images shared as the facilitator,
using microphones for people hard of hearing,
and having budget allocation to pay for
language interpreters such as Auslan
(Australian Sign Language) for deaf people
attending and/or a live-captioner for
discussions if requested are all ways to
improve inclusion and communication in
group harvesting.

Encourage Everyone’s Contribution
Create Hospitable Space

Listen Together for Patterns and Insights
Share Collective Discoveries

Provide space to retreat
during chats

Community chats can require a lot of energy.
Having space for people to retreat to if needed
acknowledges and is responsive to the
varying needs of people in a group context,
such as people who can experience social
anxiety, sensory overload, and energy
limitations. Choosing venues with limited
fluorescence and no flickering lighting

also matters.

Encourage Everyone’s Contribution
Create Hospitable Space

Share the graphic recording

When sharing graphic recordings with
participants afterwards via email ensure you
add ALT text and visual description of all the
words and images of the ideas and meanings
harvested for people who are blind or
low-vision and use screen readers.

Encourage Everyone’s Contribution
Listen Together for Patterns and Insights
Share Collective Discoveries

Language matters—ensure all
information is available to all

All information generated after the chats

should be in multiple language formats,

including but not limited to:

e  Easy-English;

e A Summary Video with closed captions;

e  Plain large print;

e  Accessible documents such as Word
and PDFE.

Encourage Everyone’s Contribution
Share Collective Discoveries

4.6. Implementation in Practice

Local governments and other organisations need to invest in the work—this includes

financial resources, skilled personnel, and policies and procedures that support inclusive

participatory planning. Endorsement and champions are needed to move away from

tick-a-box approaches that are too often seen dominating public planning that exclude

many voices (Novacevski and Legacy 2025). Inclusive participatory methods also should

not be limited to large projects of significance, but all projects that impact the community as

a matter of course. This is a radical shift of mindset where governments and organisations

choose to invest their resources and planning time into achieving good outcomes that are

inclusive of all.
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4.7. Limitations

The COVID-19 pandemic played havoc with our plans; just as we went to commence
fieldwork, the global shutdown took place, and everything was put on hold. Varying
restrictions were in place in Australia over the two-year period (2020 to 2022). This
included different border closures with restrictions of travel between the states in Australia,
making research difficult across the participating regions of Clarence and Greater Hobart
in Tasmania and the Gympie Region in Queensland (approximately three hours north of
the capital city Brisbane), both separated by 2581 km and across the Bass Strait—a body of
water approx. 250 km between mainland Australia and Tasmania. Tasmania had border
closures in place until December 2021. This resulted in varied use of methods across areas
and time delays due to different levels of restrictions imposed by the different states and
evolving and changing advice over time (e.g., no gatherings to very small gatherings only,
to groups then being allowed). It also resulted in an inconsistent and varied intensity of
participation from local advisory groups, partners—local governments—and the research
team. Research had to take a backseat at times as people needed to attend to personal,
family, and community-level complexities and crises. The anxiety was real, and for some of
us the risk was life-threatening. However, there was a passion and willingness to connect
to have conversations—albeit spread over a year and a half. Nonetheless, we importantly
acknowledge that there are many voices that have remained unheard during this project.
We also need to acknowledge that the very nature of this article brings self-biases; however,
holding us to account is the critical reflexivity applied during the writing of this article,
along with this method being situated in the now-completed large participatory research
project with the research team, partners, stakeholders and participants who were involved
in the project (Stafford et al. 2023, 2024). Detailed accounts of the adaptive WC approach
and actions provide further transparency but also the means for other people to learn from
and apply these methods in their projects—although hopefully in very different conditions.

5. Conclusions

Dialogue is critical to progressing disability and place justice in our communities
(Stafford and Novacevski 2026). However, how that dialogue is understood (not solely
as oral exchange) and supported is critical to whether diverse voices are heard and those
voices shape change. “Nothing about us without us” is a mantra widely echoed in inclusive
disability research (O’Brien et al. 2022; Smith-Merry 2019) and in evolving participatory
creative methods with people with diverse disabilities (Parsons et al. 2023; Ruanggoon et al.
2023; Bumble and Carter 2021). The use of community chats as a method underpinned by
the principles and framework of the world café (The World Café Foundation 2015) with
adaptive photo supports and inclusive practices provided an inclusive creative alterna-
tive to traditional focus groups or town halls often used for community-based research
and practice.

Through this account of the approach, process and reflections of the community chats
we aim to reinforce that there is a significant art in doing this work—both in approach
and practice. More importantly, the underpinning ethos (including the principles, mindset,
and transformative paradigm) is critical to enabling and hearing marginalised voices, such
as diverse people with disabilities and mental health needs and neurodivergent people.
Community chats also allow for the diverse experiences of people with and without
disabilities to be shared as well as the opportunity to deeply listen to different realities
on what makes communities inclusive. Combined with insights from the other stage-1
methods, this led to the emergence of key themes and the actions identified as needed for
change (Stafford et al. 2023, 2024).
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We want to be clear there is no one-size-fits-all approach to doing community chats.
However, in research or practice, you must bring to community chats:

e Aninclusive mindset that recognises dialogue is expressed in multiple ways—do not
promote spoken word alone.

e  An understanding that community knowledge is invaluable and central to identifying
both issues and solutions. In this project this meant identifying the five key elements,
as well as the framework for change needed to realise inclusive communities.

e  Flexibility, including providing participants with time, space and choice in how they
share and express their views in response to questions.

e A commitment to multidimensional accessibility, which should shape the planning,
design and delivery of community chats, and be guided by diverse people with
disabilities, advisory groups, and community stakeholders.

Inclusive community chats framed by world café principles (The World Café Founda-
tion 2015) and inclusive creative research approaches are a powerful research method and
social-justice enablers that should be considered by any community-based researcher or
public planning practitioner when working with diverse people in community.
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