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FOREWORD

“Fantastic speakers on both 
community and academic 
panels. Really engaging 
and interactive activities. 
Solutions focused.”
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Our communities and democracy are impaired by populism, disinformation, conspiracy 
theories and distrust, especially in times of crisis. A stronger democracy means more 
resilient communities to minimise such challenges. The Resilient Democracy for Resilient 
Communities participatory conference brought together community representatives 
and key stakeholders to explore how to build a democratically resilient society from 
the ground up. The conference participants looked at how to prevent the symptoms 
of a fragile democracy, such as broken trust in governments and across multiple 
communities, public disengagement in opinion making and advocacy, and the takeover 
of public opinion by divisive ideologies and fringe groups, which may lead to social 
chaos and panic in times of crisis. 

The conference was designed to be solution-oriented and, because social problems 
are interconnected and the participants were highly diverse, it focused on two main 
questions throughout the day: How can WE strengthen democracy in an era of it 
being undermined or threatened? How can WE safeguard community resilience and 
capacity building through democracy? 

The major takeaways from the conference were: 

• Education about democracy and how to use it is key. 

 - Communities can become engaged by building trust, increasing their civic 
participation, facilitating community representation in local and federal platforms, 
and empowering their advocacy work and community-based research, which will 
inform and influence policies concerning multicultural communities. 

 - Difference of opinion is not a barrier to solidarity but an essential element of liberal 
democracies. By preserving their unique identities, communities can collaborate 
for the common good and common interests. Diversity of opinions and skills 
is instrumental to make communities feel safe and valued, which will improve 
democracy’s resilience in the long run.  

 - Language has a central role in breaking paradigms about the minority/majority. 
Loaded language shaping political discourse, public opinion and laws has 
aggravating effects on communities. 

 - Cross-community and cross-sector dialogue, civic engagement and collaboration 
are essential for making democracy for everyone’s use with the best possible 
outcome.  

The evaluation results indicate that around 90% of the responses were affirmative 
(strongly agree and agree) to the questions on the conference’s role in gaining 
knowledge about how to engage in and strengthen democracy, how democracy builds 
community resilience against divisive narratives and actions that undermine democracy 
as well as the role of stakeholders and civil societies in building collaborations to 
strengthen democracy. 

The open-ended questions in the evaluation survey repeatedly highlighted: (1) 
the effectiveness of the conference design; (2) the conference’s relevancy for the 
participants’ area of work and interest; (3) the excellence of the community and 
academic panels; and (4) the opportunity to network and collaborate with diverse 
stakeholders on drafting project ideas and potential solutions.

3

RESILIENT DEMOCRACY FOR RESILIENT COMMUNITIES - REPORT



BACKGROUND
The conference was funded by the Department of Premier and Cabinet NSW and 
convened by Dr Derya Iner of Charles Sturt University in collaboration with Islamic 
Science and Research Academy. A steering committee comprising Derya Iner, Ahmet 
Ozturk, Aftab Malik and Widyan Fares developed the conference, receiving expert 
support from Iain Walker and Lyn Carson from newDemocracy and Scott Lappan-
Newton from Gauge Consultation. 

After exploring the community experiences and academic expertise in the morning 
session, the conference focused on generating projects and strategies through 
collaborative discussions. Paul Telling, a visual storyteller, captured the key messages 
delivered in the panels during the conference. 

Around 100 delegates attended, consisting of academics, diverse community leaders, 
service providers, representatives from non-profit organisations, interfaith groups, tech 
companies, thinktanks, the Commonwealth and NSW government. A mixed seating 
arrangement was aimed at crosspollination between the different stakeholders. After 
providing tools and tips on how to effectively use democratic participation, facilitated 
discussions, which showcased deliberative democracy in action, generated some 
actionable ideas on how to build resilient communities through resilient democracy. 

Several key concepts were introduced to the audience at the beginning of the 
conference, including:

Resilient democracy: Safeguarding peace and preventing violence, 
especially in times of crisis. Resilience of a democracy is embedded in its 
capacity to manage conflict (through democratic means) and negotiate 
solutions to political and social disputes. Democratic recession (i.e. lacking 
peaceful democratic means) leads to fractured communities, political 
exclusion and violence.

Resilient community: Sustained ability of communities to withstand, 
adapt to and recover from adversity. Accordingly, the infrastructure and 
capacity embedded in resilient communities provides consolidated effort for 
resistance and smooth recovery. 

Capacity building: Promoting the ‘capacity’ of local communities to develop, 
implement and sustain solutions to problems in a way that helps them 
shape and exercise control over their physical, social, economic and cultural 
environments.

4



1. Due to their day jobs, most community activists and prominent members were not 
available to attend an all-day conference during the week.

2. Democracy is an abstract term and intellectual conversation for some community 
groups who are used to dealing with tangible and daily issues concerning 
primarily their communities. Such invitees did not show interest or consider their 
contribution to be significant. 

3. Some community members were suspicious about the intentions behind a 
democracy conference that was funded by government.   

While the first issue was resolved by scheduling the event according to the communities’ 
availability, the second and third issues required groundwork, such as closing the gap 
between communities and the concept of democracy plus repairing the shaken trust in 
governments generally, and democracies in operation. 

The overarching aims of the conference were to: 

• Facilitate a public forum to realistically 
assess how to build a socially resilient 
society from the ground up

• Analyse the pressing issues that 
threaten democracy and democratic 
engagement 

• Introduce best case studies from around 
the world and let diverse communities 
and stakeholder collaborative work 
towards solutions  

The conference was designed to: 

• Foster critical thinking 

• Build resilient individuals and 
communities 

• Strengthen cross-community 
relationships

• Create safe spaces for debate and 
dialogue 

• Educate communities on active/civic 
citizenship 

• Use deliberative processes in 
strengthening and better employing 
democracy

• Encourage collective ownership and a 
sense of responsibility in safeguarding 
democracy and social cohesion

• Nurture collaborative and coordinated 
efforts to effectively counter the 
problem through democratic means 

• Set a platform for the conference as the 
first step towards an overarching vision 
to save democracy from divisive groups 
and ideologies

LIMITATIONS

CONFERENCE 
OBjECTivES 
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CONFERENCE 
PARTiCiPANTS’ 
PROFiLES AND 
ExPECTATiONS
“…centred on the role of 
community as critical to the 
value and success of democracy… 
encouraged robust dialogue 
across a range of stakeholders, 
and enabled attendee to 
contribute their ideas, solutions 
and recommendations.”
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The nametags of the delegates were colour-coded according to the stakeholder type.

At the beginning of the conference, the participants were asked about their 
expectations from the conference via the Slido app. The majority typed “knowledge” 
and “new ideas”. The major takeaways from the conference (Q11 in the evaluation survey) 
were consistent with the participant expectations (e.g. education on democracy and 
civic participation; solidarity).

  Number Stakeholder Type

24 Representatives from the government and various departments

36
Ethnic, religious and interfaith communities and community 
organisations

25 Academics/experts/thinktanks

20
Other perspectives (tech companies, youth and education 
services, anti-racism and civil society organisations)
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Time Item Purpose Approach

9:00 – 9:15 Welcome Welcome to the conference.

Welcome to Country

Welcome by the Conference Convenor 
Dr Derya Iner 
Charles Sturt University

9:15 – 10:15
Community 
Stories

Understand community 
struggles, strengths and 
resilience.

Professor Sue Green  
Course Director Wiradjuri Language,  
Culture and Heritage 
Indigenous communities

Darren Bark 
CEO, NSW Jewish Board of Deputies  
Jewish communities

Rita Markwell 
Advisor AMAN 
Muslim communities

Benjamin Oh 
Co-founder of Asian Australian Alliance 
Asian communities

10:15 – 10:30 BREAK

10:30 – 11:20
Vision for 
Democracy I

Hear expert academic 
suggestions as to how 
we might strengthen our 
democracy

Prof Mark Evans 
The State of Australian Democracy: ‘Culture of 
Contentment’ or the ‘End of Complacency’?

Prof Tim Soutphommasane 
The Intersection between Human Rights, 
Disadvantaged Communities and Resilient 
Democracy

Dr Peter Balint 
Learning Democratic Resilience: Public Sphere 
Responses to Extremism

Dr Derya Iner 
Research-based Community Activism to Save 
Democracy from Elitism and Nativism 

CONFERENCE 
PROGRAM
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11:20 – 11:40 BREAK

11:40 – 12:10
Vision for 
Democracy II

Question academic experts 
as to how we might 
strengthen our democracy

Facilitated Panel Q&A

12:10 – 12:30
Democracy  
in Action I

Discuss examples of 
democracy successfully 
building community 
resilience and serving 
their needs within the 
communities in Australia.

Small group activity to generate 
three examples that will be stuck to  
a wall for all to peruse during lunch

12:30 – 13:30 LUNCH

13:30 – 13:45
Democracy in 
Action II

Share successful examples 
of democracy in Australia 
and around the world

Iain Walker 
Democratic innovations and case studies

13:45 – 14:50
Solutions from 
Civil Society I

Generate and test 
initial ideas for further 
strengthening democracy

Scott Lappan-Newton  
Facilitation

14:50 – 15:10 BREAK

15:10 – 16:20
Solutions from 
Civil Society II

Refine and prioritise 
final ideas for further 
strengthening democracy

Scott Lappan-Newton  
Facilitation

16:20 – 16:50
Each Playing 
our Part

Understand how each 
stakeholder could help 
contribute to the top ideas 
for further strengthening 
democracy

Scott Lappan-Newton  
Facilitation

16:50 – 17:00
Concluding 
Remarks and 
Vote of Thanks

Conclude the conference

Prof Mark Evans 
Concluding remarks and vote of thanks

Pia van de Zandt 
Observations and thanks 

“The conference was well curated  
with strong panellists. It brought 
together important stakeholders in 
one room. I found the use of slido.
com very effective...” 
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MORNiNG 
SESSiONS

“High level and diverse 
panel speakers… Also loved 
how the conference was 
not packed with speakers 
or people; it was so 
relaxing natural learning.”
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This section of the conference showcased community challenges, responses and 
resilience through lived experiences

Indigenous Communities – Yindyamarra Winhangahna 
by Prof Sue Green

Prof Sue Green, Professor of Wiradjuri Language, Culture and Heritage in CSU, 
emphasised the importance of Indigenous wisdom to foster democracy. Accordingly, the 
current crisis that the world is experiencing is directly related to the lack of Yindyamarra 
Winhangahna (the wisdom of respectfully knowing how to live well in a world worth 
living in) and disconnect from Ngurambang (Country), which encompasses everything 
– the land, waters, air, plants, animals and people, all of which are interdependent. The 
people doing the damage must fix this by removing people from being at the centre and 
putting the Country at the centre. Acting respectfully and honourably, being slow and 
gentle, will minimise the human damage to the Country, provide honourable lives for 
people and foster respectful relationships with each other. 

Jewish Communities – Three Main Components of Resilience: Challenge, 
Commitment and Control 
by Darren Bark

Darren Bark, CEO of NSW Jewish Board of Deputies, introduced three key contribution 
concepts to avoid social discord and foster resilient communities. He introduced 
safety, security and wellbeing as the most fundamental human and community needs. 
They pose challenges to resilience unless the physical and psychological safety of 
our communities is met. Bark explained that commitment to resilience (i.e. building 
resilience) is possible through engaging, educating, mentoring and cultivating new 
generations of leaders who are capable of handling future challenges. Bark emphasised 
that control in resilience can be performed through lessening the impact and intensity 
since we cannot control the difficult circumstances. For instance, working collectively, 
we can reduce racism and its impact. The first step is diversity and acknowledging (and 
respecting) differences of opinion and appreciating the need for people with different 
abilities. Creating an environment of safety and trust for people like in this conference, 
people will feel encouraged to talk openly. 

Muslim Communities – Disrupting the Drivers of Misinformation about 
Muslims and Islam 
by Rita J. Markwell

Rita Markwell, advisor of AMAN, discussed the counterproductivity of the “religious 
motivated violent extremism” definition in the criminal code, which lay the foundation 
of a problematic information environment shaped by Australian official language and 
law and used by illiberal online actors. Australian law provides that a terrorist act must 
be intended to advance a religious, ideological or political cause. As a result, Al Qaeda 
and ISIS are labelled as religiously rather than ideologically motivated. However, the 
conflation of Islam and terrorism in our criminal code (1) reinforces that ISIS and Al-
Qaeda narratives are religious, and (2) strengthens White supremacist narratives that all 

COMMUNiTY PANEL: 
Community StorieS
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Muslims endorse these terrorists’ ideologies. The Muslim community that internalises this 
message fears being profiled by officials, which makes it harder for them to reach out 
to police, access psychological resources or access mental health resources. Markwell 
emphasised the need for centring our legal framework in a way that humanises and 
respects every person. Accordingly, religion as a category in the definition of terrorism 
in Australia must be removed because laws are not meant to have disproportionate 
consequences. However, field experts are always welcome to discuss the role of a 
religious ideology in recruiting members to their violent extremism cause.

Asian Communities – Intersectional Justice, Anti-Racism Solidarity and 
Universal Human Rights as the Foundations for Democratic Organising 
by Benjamin Oh

Benjamin Oh, co-founder of the Asian Australian Alliance, emphasised the role of 
acknowledging Australia’s racist history while defining racial justice and honouring 
Australia’s Aboriginal heritage while charting a way forward beyond White nationalism, 
xenophobia, racism, exclusion and discrimination. Oh mentioned that Asian communities 
are often used as backdrops or weapons for ‘otherness’ and xenophobia regardless 
of their long settlement history in Australia. While the emphasis is usually on “being 
resilient,” Oh suggested “just being” is enough. He added the need for talking not “to” 
each other or “on top of” each other, but with each other. Acceptance of difference and 
humility as pillars of democracy are essential to reducing the tensions interfaced by the 
communities, which were listed by Oh as: 

• Integration, assimilation, model-minority and internalised racism

• Self-reliance as modes of survival, trust deficits, decoloniality-decolonisation and 
movements towards solidarity as modes of strengthening democratic organisation

• Building beyond self-reliance towards creating mutual interdependence and solidarity, 
parochialism vs. cosmopolitanism based on universal human rights and interfaith-
intercultural dialogue.
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Participants heard expert academic suggestions as to how we might further strengthen 
our democracy. The speaker brief was 20% problem/80% solution – presenting an 
actionable idea capable of being trialled.

The State of Australian Democracy: ‘Culture of Contentment’ or the 
‘End of Complacency’? 
by Prof Mark Evans, Charles Sturt University

Prof Mark Evans defined complacency as the greatest challenge for democratic 
transformation. Referring to John Kenneth Galbraith’s term the ‘culture of contentment’ 
among the socially and economically advantaged majority, Evans highlighted the 
majority’s desire to defend their comfortable status at all costs creates a culture of 
contentment and complacency. 

Evans defined five challenges before Australian democracy: (1) controversies hindering 
fair elections (e.g. uncontrolled government advertising in the elections, problems with 
political funding and donations to influence public policy); (2) crisis of centralisation 
due to the weakening representative politics; (3) Australia’s low scoring human rights 
records among the advanced democracies; (4) low representations of the ruled people 
by ethnicity, age, gender, etc., in the parliament; and (5) the corruption crisis.

Evans’ suggestions for the way forward were:

1. In-group reforms: giving voice to the Australian people and maintaining local 
democracy as direct democracy are key

2. True-port reforms: reforming assemblies so they are representative of their people, 
integrity, leadership and rethinking the roles of experts and media as enablers of 
democratic deliberation

3. Out-group reforms: investing in public services as we interact with public service 
far more than politicians

4. Standing up in support of democracy

ACADEMiC PANEL: 
ViSion for DemoCraCy
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The Intersection between Human Rights, Disadvantaged Communities 
and Resilient Democracy 
by Prof Tim Soutphommasane, University of Sydney

Prof Tim Soutphommasane touched on some highlights from the Great Australian 
Renovation Report by the Sydney Policy Lab. Accordingly, Australia needs to work on 
three key categories to recover from the COVID-19 pandemic:

1. Multiculturalism: Certain communities have not fared well in the last few years, 
especially since the onset of COVID-19. During the pandemic, these communities 
were impacted by government policies, such as the closure of borders. The 
solution is renewal of our multicultural policy and a pronounced effort to place 
multiculturalism back into the machine to work toward anti-racism. Better data 
collection initiatives and methods are also needed for informed policy recognising 
ethnic and cultural diversity across Australia. 

2. Children and youth: Australian children and youth were significantly affected by 
the pandemic. With schools being closed, their development and education were 
drastically compromised. Because schools are an essential service, they should be 
the last to close and first to re-open. 

3. Political culture: During the pandemic, Australia was preoccupied with zero COVID 
as a policy stance. During this period, Australia became a fortress. To consider 
ourselves as an open society and place the civic back into public conversations, 
it is important to prioritise the civic culture that unites Australians and Australia’s 
shared priorities.

Learning Democratic Resilience: Public Sphere Responses  
to Extremism 1  
by Dr Peter Balint, UNSW Canberra

Dr Peter Balint introduced the key findings from their democratic resilience research 
funded by the NSW Government. Balint emphasised the need for a healthy public 
sphere for democracy to form the public opinion free from the narratives of violence 
disrupting public wellbeing and safety. Because violent extremists seek to undermine 
the public sphere, a shift from ‘community’ to the ‘public sphere’ is needed in the 
“resilience” and “social cohesion” narratives.

Balint suggested some initiatives for democratic resilience to flourish in NSW:

1. We need deliberative democracy centred on talking, listening and reflecting. In 
contrast to the divisive language by violent extremists, which creates a hostile 
environment and sense of insecurity, politicians need to use unifying language. 

1. We need to work towards clear, consistent and transparent communication about 
countering violent extremism measures to be followed by public opinion shapers 
like the media. We need to clarify between countering violent extremism and 
counterterrorism activities to help counteract stigmatising of the public sphere.

1. We need to encourage the participation of diverse communities in the public 
sphere, promote ethnic and multicultural media reporting in the public sphere, and 
emphasise intercultural diversity within communities across Australia.

14
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Research-based Community Activism to Save Democracy from Elitism 
and Nativism  
by Dr Derya Iner, Charles Sturt University

Dr Derya Iner noted, due to liberal democracies’ silence and inaction in the global arena, 
people lose hope and trust in democracy, which leads to people withdrawing from 
shaping public opinion, advocacy and licit ways to address problems. Iner introduced 
two multiculturalism approaches, which do not effectively address people’s needs and 
expectations. Accordingly, (1) colourblind multiculturalism makes minority communities 
feel obliged to fit into the ideal social cohesion narrative by supressing their differences 
and highlighting the expected attributes to be socially cohesive. From the majority’s 
point of view, this type of multiculturalism also diminishes/ignores the majority’s unique 
attributes and identity. In contrast, (2) minority obsessed multiculturalism centralises 
minorities in social cohesion programs and thereby implies the minorities are the source 
of the discord. From the majority’s point of view, it is favouritism towards minority 
communities. 

Iner emphasised that the absence of expressing one’s uniqueness in majority and 
minority communities can lead to feelings of displacement, loss of hope and broken 
trust, and it can be sealed through the democratic spirit, which accommodates 
differences and agreeing to disagree. Iner introduced capacity building as another pillar 
of democracy, which can be fostered through cross-collaboration, trust, hope, humility 
and the courage to quit controlling, and allow everyone to acknowledge who they are. 
Iner showcased capacity building through community based research by introducing 
Islamophobia in Australia reports in partnerships with the Islamophobia Register and 
CSU, which empowered the Muslim community to develop collaborations with the 
important agents of change and use democratic means to influence public opinion  
and policy.
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QUESTiONS  
FROM ThE FLOOR

Culture – How do we build a 
democratic culture that shifts 
the focus from minorities to the 
mainstream community to address 
social cohesion? How do we shake 
people out of complacency and 
embrace better language around 
a resilient democracy?

Minorities and the mainstream are not 
homogenous groups nor do they distinctively 
separate as differences occur within the groups 
while there are shared commonalities across the 
groups. Who is mainstream and who is minority 
in such a multicultural nation? Language is key to 
break such paradigms and dividers. 

We must start talking about the public again. Too 
often, we elevate the private and economic over 
the public. If you cannot talk about being a citizen 
or the public good, or if everything is reduced to 
market value, do not be surprised to have a civic 
culture where people talk about social cohesion. 
For example, public funds versus taxpayer dollars 
– there is a big difference between the two.

Public sphere – How do we shift 
responsibility to government and 
media to manage these issues (eg. 
policy, legal media including in 
online space?)

Diversity is needed in our public service, 
professions, civil society, universities and 
executive positions. We do not see diverse 
character reflected in these places. It will be 
challenging and difficult, but change doesn’t 
come from being nice and comfortable. Systemic 
change can be difficult because people cannot 
seem to go past feeling personally attacked. 

We need to demand quality democracy. 
Democracy is not just about elections. Democracy 
has a preconditioned healthy and civil society. 
We need to devote more attention into renewing 
civil society because this is the nursery of 
democracy. We learn democratic skills when we 
join associations and the like. Democracy is about 
how we treat our fellow citizens every day.

Each table formulated two questions and submitted them via the Slido app. After 
categorising and grouping the questions, the audience voted on the top questions 
through Slido

The morning session was concluded by asking each table to identify and tape on the 
wall three working democracy examples.
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AFTERNOON 
SESSiONS

“The major takeaway from the 
conference is the importance of 
safeguarding democracy and not 
taking it for granted. But also we  
need to find practical ways to  
enhance it and ensure that it is  
applied and its fruits enjoyed 
equitably.”
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“Co-design provides for 
greater legitimacy.”

Draft Idea

Developed 
by six diverse 
stakeholders 
around the table. 

Working Out

The list of 
comments 
provided by the 
audience during 
table presentations 
was printed out. 
The idea was 
further developed 
with the new 
group of six people 
around the table.

Final Idea

Each idea was 
introduced to 
the audience and 
pinned on the 
wall. The audience 
rated the projects 
through the Slido 
app.

Stakeholders 
Contributions

Stakeholders were 
given post-it notes, 
colour coded 
according to the 
stakeholder type. 
The stakeholders 
visited the projects 
to express how 
they can contribute 
to the project.

TABLE 10: Lived Experience Reference Group
Build youth and community capacity through civic and democratic participation. 
Establish a group of young people and connect them with local government to 
upskill them on democratic processes. Develop sustained collaboration at all 
stages, representations across all intersections, upskilling things like media literacy, 
empowerment and accountability. To curb growing distrust and despair, re-engage 
and empower the people by co-designing projects.

Democracy in Action 

Iain Walker of newDemocracy focused on giving participants a framework of why 
democracies function the way they do and what innovation opportunities exist to deliver 
better results for all sorts of communities. The innovation examples were drawn from 
Australian and international case studies. 

Solutions from Civil Society 

Six delegates from different sectors were seated around each of the 12  tables. To avoid 
becoming stuck, the table seating changed for each session. Each table collaboratively 
developed a project (total 12 projects) based on feedback provided by the audience.  
The projects were rated by the audience via the Slido app. 

Below is the list of five top projects. The first project showcases how the ideas were 
developed through collaboration and deliberation.

Top-rated Projects by the Audience
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TABLE 11: Funding and Developing Community Leaders 

Foster and develop emerging leaders at grassroots and bring them together. Identify 
hidden and community-spirited leaders, who should be selected through community 
affirmation. Help them find people who want to make a difference but don’t know how. 
Development process: Have mentors teach them how to become leaders. Grassroots 
initiatives (e.g. local youth parliaments). 

TABLE 1: Voice Up App 

Develop the Voice Up App for each council to contact their local citizens. People  
can suggest or comment on ideas or raise a local issue via the app. Once there is 70% 
approval from council members, the idea would be taken to a team of professionals. The 
council would provide multiple solutions. The community must vote on the best solution. 
Solutions will be applied. Feedback and statistics on the solution will be provided. 

TABLE 3: Kitchen Conversations 

Escalate civil, mutual and respectful dialogue from the kitchen to community assembly. 
A Socratic club will engage in dialogue in a respectful manner. People came from 
different countries where they did not have freedom. They value the importance of 
freedom. How do we make sure that citizens are using critical thinking within the 
democratic process? Convictions: Giving the benefit of the doubt.

TABLE 9: Civic Society One-stop Shop Website 

Recognise the information environment and encourage more inclusive conversations. 
How can language harm in the official sphere? How can we ensure there is no fake news 
or misinformation? We can create a new channel, help show diverse views, and improve 
awareness in the public sphere and an idea of diverse local media by encouraging 
and funding local media outlets, especially regional ones. Rebuild trust by developing 
mechanisms to have people’s voices heard and have agency. “Unconferences” allowing 
people to decide the agenda for participant-driven discussions. In schools, teach the 
history of dehumanising narratives and develop skills to help young people participate 
and have agency; support students’ voices and include all students.

 

When the audience was asked about which idea on community resilience and 
democracy they supported the most and why (Q13), the importance of education, 
representation and support for emerging leaders was highlighted. 

• Education: Teaching young people about democracy and issues that affect them.

• Spread of education: Investing more on developing key messages and robust/
trustworthy forms of communication to reach all sectors and levels of society and 
ensure messages are being targeted to specific communities accordingly to maintain 
consistency in knowledge of democratic principles and civic participation.

• Identification of and support for emerging community leaders: I think many leaders 
never get the opportunity to lead. If more work could be done to support these 
people, it would have a big impact.

• Representation in institutions: Our government, companies and organisations should 
represent the diversity of our communities within leadership.
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Professor Mark Evans delivered the concluding remarks, highlighting the evidence-based 
practice in government. Accordingly, even the most wonderful innovation practiced 
poorly could lose public trust. Evans introduced the CLEAR model for the practical 
assessment of democracy:

Can do… Do citizens participate? Do they have the 
resources to participate?

Like to… Do they have an emotional attachment to the 
issue? Do they care about the issue?

Enable to… Do they have the quality of facilitation to 
participate?

Ask to… Have they been invited into the initiative in such 
a way that their participation is valued?

Responded to when 
they do…

When they reach out, have they been responded 
to? How can we build the relationship and trust?

Pia van de Zandt, the director of Connected Communities in the Department of Premier 
and Cabinet NSW, closed the conference and gave a strong message in line with Prof 
Evan’s CLEAR formula. The audience was assured they were heard and the conference 
materials would be shared to foster collaboration among the communities and 
stakeholders. 

CONCLUDiNG 
REMARKS

“Great balance of being informative 
and participatory. Facilitation was 
really well done and speakers 
were all very knowledgeable, and 
it was great to see community and 
academic speakers giving equal 
billing in the program.”
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“I am well placed to share the 
knowledge of this conference 
with colleagues and teachers 
as they try to foster social 
cohesion in primary and high 
schools. Some great ideas from 
the afternoon session about how 
we can engage, empower and 
educate youth.”

RESILIENT DEMOCRACY FOR RESILIENT COMMUNITIES - REPORT
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“The conference highlighted the 
importance of enhancing political 
literacy among underrepresented 
groups, to enhance the advocacy 
work I undertake.”

SURvEY 
RESULTS 
ACCORDiNG 
TO ThE 
CONFERENCE 
OUTCOMES
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Project Aim Survey Questions Outcome  
(Strongly 

Agree + Agree)  

Feedback/Comments

Outcome 1:  
Provide approaches 
for addressing efforts 
to undermine trust and 
confidence in social 
cohesion and liberal 
democracy.

Q1-The conference 
improved my 
awareness about 
how misinformation, 
disinformation and 
distrust challenge the 
principles, structures 
and practices of 
democracy. 

89% A healthy democracy brings 
resilience against divisive 
discourses because democracy 
means agreeing to disagree in a 
democratic spirit while continually 
using every means to collaborate 
for shared interests and priorities 
safeguard the social cohesion and 
resilience.  

Q4- The conference 
was useful to know 
more about how we 
can address efforts 
to undermine trust 
and confidence in 
social cohesion and 
democracy. 

89%

Outcome 2:  
Provide critical 
perspectives on ways in 
which social cohesion 
and liberal democracy 
can be defended 
and strengthened 
in response to such 
challenges.

Q2-The conference 
increased my 
knowledge on the 
way we can engage 
in and strengthen our 
democracy. 

92% The conference focused on trust, 
hope, standing for one another’s 
rights and collaboratively 
strengthening the weakest ring 
of the chain with the spirit of 
democracy. This approach actively 
prevents the means leading to 
violent extremism.Q3- The conference 

provided an 
opportunity to 
understand how 
democracy builds 
community resilience, 
including times of 
divisive narratives  
and actions. 

91%

Outcome 3:  
Promote collaborative 
frameworks for working 
across sectors to build 
resilience to violent 
extremist narratives 
and actions that 
seek to erode social 
cohesion and liberal 
democracy. 

Q5- The conference 
helped me to 
understand examples 
of what civil society 
and other stakeholders 
can do to strengthen 
social cohesion and 
democracy.

92%
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Outcome 4:  
Improve understanding 
of how violent 
extremism affects 
social cohesion and  
the principles, 
structures and 
practices of liberal 
democracy.

Q7- The conference 
allowed me to 
understand how  
violent extremism 
affects social cohesion.

52%

(Neutral: 
39% and 

Disagree:10%)

This variety is expected since 
violent extremism, which is the 
tip of the pyramid, was not the 
conference focus, mainly because 
democracy concerns the greater 
portion of the society and a fragile 
democracy can pose a greater 
danger for social cohesion (in 
contrast to violent extremism, 
which applies to a handful of 
individuals or fringe groups). 

When the spirit of democracy 
is damaged by misinformation, 
disinformation, distrust and 
divisive narratives, all of which 
lead to social discord and social 
unrest, it can pose bigger threats 
for the entire society (like 
anomaly and anarchy) in times  
of crisis. 

“It was empowering to realise the 
value of the work we are doing 
at my organisation and the role 
it plays. I hadn’t fully realised the 
significance until I listened to 
everyone speak and hear how big 
the challenges are out there.”

The conference started by assessing the delegates’ expectations. Knowledge and new 
ideas were the dominant two themes at the beginning of the conference. This was 
consistent with the major takeaway from the conference questions in the evaluation 
questionnaire.
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KEY 
hiGhLiGhTS 
AND ThE WAY 
FORWARD
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Findings: How to 
build democratic 
resilience through/
with communities 

Enablers Barriers Ways Forward

How to train 
communities  
about democracy

Provide resources 
for communities 
to participate and 
prioritise solidarity 
in commonly shared 
nationwide interests. 

Complacency and 
viewing democracy 
only as voting rights.

Financial priorities 
dominate the policies 
and political culture.

Invest in public services 
as we interact with 
public service far more 
than politicians.

Fund civic initiatives 
that bring diverse 
communities together 
around commonly 
shared nationwide 
priorities and interests. 

Offer funding for 3-5 
small format trials of 
emerging democratic 
innovations.

 

How to foster a civil 
society culture

Devote more attention 
to renewing civil 
society because this 
is the nursery of 
democracy.

Learn democratic skills 
by joining associations 
and the like.

Conceptualise democracy 
as a means of how we 
treat our fellow citizens 
every day. 

Disinterest and self-
interest.

Lack of systemic 
change due to taking 
critiques as being 
personally attacked.

Organise training that 
provides democratic 
tools and means 
to empower civic 
citizenship.

Liaise communities with 
those organisations 
using democratic tools 
and means effectively.

How to make diversity 
friendly policies

Provide better data 
collection initiatives 
and methods with 
respect to ethnic  
and cultural diversity 
across Australia

Policy making without 
sufficient knowledge 
about the multiple  
end-users 

Empower communities 
to conduct advocacy 
work and co-design 
research to inform and 
influence the policies 
and agents of change. 

How to make 
democracy  
practicable 

Encourage diversity 
and inclusion, 
especially in leadership, 
executive roles, opinion 
shaping and policy 
making areas. 

Lack of diversity 
among experts and 
in media as enablers 
of democratic 
deliberation. 

Reform assemblies 
so they are 
representatives of their 
people, integrity and 
leadership. 

Recognise that public 
opinion and public 
judgement are different 
things; support 
methods that reveal 
judgement rather than 
solely raw uninformed 
opinions. 
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Findings: How to 
build democratic 
resilience through/
with communities 

Enablers Barriers Ways Forward

How to safeguard 
democracy and prevent 
populism (the auto-
immune disease of 
democracy)

Give voice to the 
Australian people 
and maintaining local 
democracy since 
direct democracy is 
key to safeguarding 
democracy

Parliaments and 
assemblies are not 
representative of the 
people they serve

Encourage local 
consuls to develop 
tools for co-
designing projects 
and invent means for 
engagingpeople in 
providing solutions 
to the local problems 
(e.g. the VoiceUp app 
idea introduced at the 
conference). 

Prioritise engagement 
formats that use 
random recruitment of 
people from all parts of 
society to encourage 
working together.

Focus on agency: 
citizens need to feel 
control over their lives 
by having input into 
decisions that affect 
them. 

How to build/repair 
trust

Be genuinely 
responsive and provide 
help and support for 
communities’ problems.

Lack of means to 
obtain communities’ 
say.

Absence of response 
and action.

Report back to the 
community about the 
actions and outcomes 
(the CLEAR formula 
summarised in the 
concluding remarks). 

Encourage clarity from 
the government on 
what will be done with 
community input (what 
type of response? What 
timing?) 

How to ensure safety, 
trust and wellbeing 

Acknowledge (and 
respect) differences of 
opinion and appreciate 
people with differences 
and different abilities.

Create an environment 
of safety and trust for 
people to speak openly

The fear of  
different opinions  
and tendencies. 

The desire to  
control and minimise 
differences.  

Infuse the spirit 
of democracy in 
consultations and 
community-centred 
projects by normalising 
agreeing to disagree 
in some areas without 
seeing it as a barrier 
to collaboration and 
solidarity. 
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Findings: How to 
build democratic 
resilience through/
with communities 

Enablers Barriers  
Ways Forward

How to use democratic 
means to achieve 
public good

Encourage shared 
interests, cross-
community 
collaboration and 
striving for the  
public good. 

Self-interest and lack 
of collaborative action 
across communities.

Facilitate projects 
that stimulate 
crosspollination and 
collaboration across 
communities. Include 
mainstream society in 
these initiatives. 

Pilot a Citizens’ 
Jury on a topic that 
differently affects a 
broad cross-section of 
the community, with 
the task being to see 
if common ground can 
be found.

 

How to avoid 
mainstream and 
minorities dichotomy

Highlight commonly 
shared interests across 
communities and the 
diversity/difference 
within the same groups. 

Treating minorities 
and the majority as 
homogenous entities 
that are distinctively 
different from one 
another.

Use inclusive language 
in public discourse 
and promote projects 
deconstructing the 
minority/majority 
dichotomy. 

Develop speech 
guidelines for public 
facing political leaders 
and the media.

How to adopt realistic 
political moves free 
from fear, anxiety and 
social panicking 

Consider ourselves an 
open society and place 
the “civic” back into 
public conversations.

Recessive political 
moves and unrealistic 
expectations leading to 
social panic (e.g. during 
the pandemic, Australia 
was preoccupied 
with zero COVID as a 
policy stance; during 
this period, Australia 
became a fortress). 

Think globally and 
act locally by seeking 
policy advice, 
consultation and think 
tank recommendations 
in global matters 
because Australian 
society is tightly 
connected to the 
global society with 
more people coming 
from more than 300 
different countries 
according to the 2021 
census data.
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Findings: How to 
build democratic 
resilience through/
with communities 

Enablers Barriers Ways Forward

How to craft laws 
without any cost or 
consequences to any 
community 

Centre our legal 
framework in a way 
that humanises and 
respects every person 
and community.

Associating religion 
with terrorism in law 
has repercussions 
in political and 
media discourse and 
consequences for some 
communities, such as 
facing vilification and 
dehumanisation.

Remove religion as 
a category in the 
definition of terrorism 
in Australia.

Prevent laws from 
having disproportionate 
consequences by 
improving them 
through end users 
feedback.  

Clarify between 
countering violent 
extremism and 
counterterrorism 
activities without 
indicating any religious 
group/community 
to help counteract 
stigmatising certain 
communities in the 
public sphere. 
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