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Introduction
The annual National Community Legal Centres (CLC) Conference, coordinated and managed by
the National Association of Community Legal Centres (NACLC) has a long and proud history
extending over almost 40 years. The conference provides a unique opportunity for CLC workers to
access relevant professional development, share information, showcase their work, and network.
Following the 2016 National CLC Conference, the NACLC Board decided it was timely to conduct
a review of the conference. This report sets out the findings and recommendations of the National
CLC Conference review.

About NACLC
The National Association of Community Legal Centres (NACLC) is the peak national body for
Community Legal Centres (CLCs) in Australia; NACLC's members are the state and territory peak
bodies of Community Legal Centres. NACLC’s members are:
–
–
–
–
–
–
–
–

Australian Capital Territory Association of Community Legal Centres (ACTACLC)
Community Legal Centres New South Wales Inc (CLCNSW)
Northern Territory Association of Community Legal Centres Inc (NTACLC)
Queensland Association of Independent Legal Services Inc (QAILS)
South Australian Council of Community Legal Services Inc (SACCLS)
Community Legal Centres Tasmania Inc (CLCTas)
Federation of Community Legal Centres Inc (Victoria)
Community Legal Centres Association (WA) Inc

Together, these organisations represent around 200 Community Legal Centres in metropolitan,
regional, rural and remote locations across Australia. Some Family Violence Prevention Legal
Services and Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Legal Services are also members of state and
territory CLC associations and come under the NACLC umbrella.

The National CLC Conference Review
Reflecting a commitment to the principle of continuous improvement, and in the context of the
ongoing consideration of the changing role of NACLC as a national peak body, the NACLC Board
commissioned a comprehensive review of the National Conference in late 2016. Effective Change
Pty Ltd was appointed by NACLC to undertake the review. The review was undertaken from June
to September 2017, reporting to the Director, Sector Sustainability, with presentation of the final
report in October.

Purpose of the review
The purpose of the review was to make recommendations to the NACLC Board for potential
improvements in:
–
–

the strategic value of the Conference to NACLC, its membership and the CLC sector
cost effectiveness and efficiency of the Conference from the NACLC and delegate
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–
–

perspectives
delegate experience and perceived benefits of attending the Conference
overall administration and delivery of the Conference.

Key issues to be considered by the review included:
–
–
–
–
–
–
–
–
–

The strategic purpose of the National Conference
The financial model for delivery of the conference
The optimal model of conference coordination/administration
Other resource requirements
The optimal frequency of conferences and other options
Length and format of the conference program
Conference governance and decision-making
Conference delivery
Conference evaluation and continuous improvement.

Overview of the National CLC Conference
The first National CLC Conference was held in 1979, and it has been an annual event since that
time, designed around a new theme each year, relating to current issues and needs. As a national
event, the conference is held at a different capital or regional city locations across the country each
year. The conference has a three-day program, and is preceded by Network Day. A range of
theme and issue-based networks operate across the sector, such as a Rural, Regional and
Remote (RRR) Network, Continuing Legal Education (CLE) and Community Development Network
or Disability Rights Networks. Networks meet throughout the year via teleconference. Meeting the
day prior to the conference provides the networks the opportunity for an annual, face to face
meeting to progress action items. There are currently up to 17 networks.
The conference is administered and coordinated by NACLC. Resourcing includes a dedicated,
part-time Conference Coordinator and an external conference management service, contracted by
NACLC to support the conference.
From its grassroots beginnings, the conference has evolved to a large scale event attracting
between 400-600 delegates a year. Delegates are primarily from member organisations – that is,
community legal centres, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Legal Services, Family Violence and
Prevention Legal Services (FVPLS), NACLC and state and territory peak bodies. Other attendees
are typically drawn from the legal assistance sector, state and Commonwealth Attorney General’s
Departments, other state or Commonwealth departments, legal funding bodies, other not-for-profit
agencies, private legal practice and academia.

Report structure
The report is structured in the following sections:
–
–

Context and methodology
Themes and findings, presenting overarching findings followed by discussion of the review
themes:
–
–
–
–
–

Review theme 1: Strategic purpose
Review theme 2: Governance
Review theme 3: Coordination and administration
Review theme 4: Financial model
Review theme 5: Conference delivery

– Review theme 6: Evaluation and continuous improvement
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Context and methodology
The context for the review
Key issues influencing the need for the Conference Review included the following:
–
–

–
–

the conference has not undergone a formal, external review
the sector had experienced a particularly difficult one-two years, facing potential funding cuts
at the beginning of the 2018-2019 financial year – although reversed in the first half of 2017,
this has had a significant financial impact across the sector
various issues raised relating to conference planning and coordination from the 2016
conference in Fremantle
the consistent recurrence in conference feedback of a cluster of issues relating to conference
organisation and delivery which require consideration and recommended options.

Methodology and participation
The review was undertaken through a staged approach using a mix of methods. A conference
review framework was developed to guide the review process comprising areas for investigation,
key review questions and data sources.
Information was collected through the following methods and sources:
Desk-based review:

internal documents: conference reports, policies, financial and other
data including previous post-conference surveys

Online searching of
comparable conferences:

six external conferences were examined in detail, and a further six
reviewed in less detail

Online surveys:

–
–
–
–

NACLC Board and Advisory Council
conference delegates including CLC and external delegates
people who did not attend the 2017 conference
distributed through networks

Surveys were distributed through NACLC to stakeholder groups.
A total of 284 surveys were received.
Interviews:

–
–

NACLC staff
Conference coordinators from external conferences

A total of nine interviews were conducted.
On-site consultations with
conference delegates

–

The consultants attended the conference including network day.
A breakout room was set up for consultations which included
discussions for specific groups (eg. people attending their first
conference); pre-arranged interviews; ‘drop in’ discussions and
the opportunity for delegates to add their feedback to post-it
notes. A total of 60 people participated in group or individual
discussions at the conference.
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Consultations with
networks

–

The consultants attended four network meetings at conference.
Group discussions were undertaken at two meetings in relation
to Network Day as a component of the conference. The
conference review was promoted at the other network meetings,
as either the agenda did not allow for discussions or there were
too many participants present to hold a discussion.

Attachment 1 provides details of the numbers and demographics of participants in the conference
review. Respondents were proportionally represented from all states and territories, with highest
levels of participation from respondents in NSW, Queensland and Victoria, and significantly lower
participation from those in ACT, Northern Territory, South Australia and Tasmania. Respondents
from all occupational groups participated in the review, with greatest participation from lawyers and
managers. Respondents also had varying experience of attending conference, ranging from those
who had attended more than 11 times, to those who had never attended. Those who attended
conference two to five times were the most highly represented. It should be noted it was possible
people to respond to more than one survey (eg. as a Board member, and as a conference
delegate) and also participate in group or individual discussions.
Throughout the report, photos of the qualitative feedback collected at the conference are included
in relevant sections.
Information from all data sources was collated and analysed against the key review questions.
A draft feedback report was prepared by NACLC, foreshadowing key issues and options, and
submitted to the Board in September.
The review report was prepared in draft form, structured around the key review questions and
submitted in draft. Feedback from NACLC has been integrated in the report to provide the final
Conference Review Report.
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Themes and findings
The Big Picture issues
Four key overarching findings emerge from the CLC sector feedback to the conference review:
–
–
–
–

The sector is strongly committed to the National CLC Conference and its continuation.
There is a strong appetite across the sector to ‘refresh’ the conference format.
There is almost universal support for trialling new approaches to conference.
The sector has a sound appreciation of the amount of work required to organise the
conference and the organisational workload involved in organising the conference.

Finding 1:
The sector is strongly committed to the National CLC Conference and its continuation.
The majority of all stakeholder groups were either committed or strongly committed to holding the
annual National CLC Conference. This included:
–
–
–

94% of Board and Advisory Council respondents
104% of delegates (some respondents chose more than one option)
85% of people who did not attend the 2017 conference.

Thematic analysis of the feedback from delegates shows that the conference is valued for a range
of elements. The list below shows the common reasons provided by delegates to explain their
commitment to conference, in order of greatest frequency:
–
–
–
–
–

Opportunities to share information: exchange ideas, share experiences, hear what is
happening in other centres and in other jurisdictions
Networking opportunities: especially for those working in rural, regional and remote locations
and for those new to the sector
Providing the opportunity for sector cohesion: bonding, build the CLC sector identify, build
connections, have the sense of connection to ‘something bigger’
Gain motivation and inspiration: get re-energised, refreshed, invigorated in what can be an
isolated and isolating job
Information tailored for the CLC sector/staff: learn about different CLC service delivery models,
compare and contrast what works in centres across the country.

–

The annual conference is a significant event on the CLC calendar and needs to be retained.

–

It's a useful conference, and should be held every year

Finding 2:
There is a strong appetite for implementing change. Rather than radical change, however, the
appetite is for refreshing and updating conference.
Half (50%) of the Board and Advisory Council members thought the conference format needs to
be refreshed, and half (50%) that the format is ready for major change. Other stakeholder groups
favour refreshing the format, with 63% of delegates and 48% of people who did not attend the
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2017 conference in support of this. Of those who did not attend the 2017 conference, 11% were
unsure about change because they had never attended the conference.
–

I support this review – definitely time to shake it up

–

It feels like we haven’t ever stopped to think about the purpose or organising arrangements,
the result is we have an annual event that feels a bit monotonous and tired. Bring on the
review, let’s hope it results in a bright and sparkly new conference for 2018!

–

I am glad NACLC is consulting about improving conference.

Finding 3:
There is almost universal support for trialling new approaches to conference.
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There was strong support for trialling a range of new approaches for the next National CLC
Conference, acknowledging some may work and some may not work, with:
–
–
–

93% of Board and Advisory Council members in support
88% of delegates in support
84% of people who did not attend the 2017 conference in support

This was also reinforced with feedback from conference delegates provided at the conference.

Finding 4:
The sector has a sound appreciation of the amount of work required to organise the conference
and the organisational workload involved in organising the conference.
Qualitative feedback from stakeholders showed an appreciation of the amount of work involved in
organising and coordinating the conference, with comments such as:
–

It’s a huge task each year.

–

Keep up the great work, it is valuable and encouraging.

–

Congratulations to NACLC for organising this successful event. We appreciate that there is a
lot of hard work that is involved in the preparation and coordination of the conference.

–

Thanks to all at NACLC for their hard work pulling together another conference. And thanks for
taking the time to seek quality feedback.

–

Always a great conference and well done to the team organising at NACLC - we appreciate all
the hard work put in.

–

I think it’s a lot of work and there will never be a one size fits all...overall congratulations to the
crew.

–

Thanks to everyone who once again put in so much effort into organising the National CLC
Conference - always an inspirational event and was so nice this year to be talking about lots of
different issues other than funding!

–

I appreciate it is a lot of work. Have been on an organising committee years ago. The effort is
worth the outcome I believe. Thank you to NACLC team for great work in all undertakings,
including the conference.
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Review theme 1: Strategic purpose
Key issues:
There is no specific strategic purpose articulated for the National CLC Conference. Rather the
conference objectives, which have served the conference for around ten years, identify that the
conference aims to provide professional development opportunities, showcase diversity and
innovation of CLC work, facilitate dialogue, promote strategic alliances and provide an informative,
stimulating and diverse conference.
Board and Advisory Council members were the only stakeholders consulted on the strategic
purpose of the conference. They believed that the conference should progress NACLC’s goals and
vision, challenge thinking, raise the profile of the sector, and drive systemic and future focused
priorities. Comparable conferences examined demonstrate clear strategic aims in this vein.

1.1 Current situation
The National CLC Conference objectives are to:
–
–
–
–
–
–
–

–

provide an accessible, informative and stimulating conference
provide a variety of sessions, networking and other opportunities
exhibit the diversity and richness of CLCs, their work and their people
provide professional and operational development opportunities for CLC workers and
supporters
showcase innovative and effective legal assistance strategies adopted by CLCs
initiate a dialogue on the challenges faced by the CLC sector and explore innovative solutions
facilitate and promote the further development of strategic alliances, collaboration and cooperative service delivery by enriching our sector, building the capacity of CLCs to provide
quality services to clients
foster recognition of the fact that equitable access to justice is essential to protecting and
promoting the rule of law.

Conference objectives have been included on the conference program since around 2008. Over
that time, some minor changes have been made, but the objectives above have in essence
remained consistent.

1.2 Stakeholder views
The Board/Advisory Council members were the only stakeholders consulted about the strategic
purpose of the conference. They believed that conference should serve the sector strategically by:
–
–
–
–
–
–
–
–

progressing NACLC’s goals and vision
challenging thinking / creating meaningful change / workshopping solutions
driving systemic, future-focussed priorities for the sector
preparing the sector for future challenges / discussing national trends
raising the CLC (and legal assistance sector’s) profile, promoting the sector to influence policy
and funding decisions
strategic networking, collaboration
sharing knowledge of law reform/legal practice
promoting the quality of work and providing continuing professional development (CPD).
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‘The purpose of the gathering of people together should be to use the wisdom of the crowd to
produce outcomes. And to that end, it would be good to invite important stakeholders outside the
sector to participate in those solutions. Passive learning can be done more efficiently.’
(Board/Advisory Council survey respondent)
However, less than half of the respondents (45%) felt that recent previous conferences had served
a strategic purpose and 55% felt that previous conferences had not served a strategic purpose.
Whilst the conference was perceived as providing good networking opportunities for the sector
and sharing of CLC work, from a strategic perspective the main shortfalls identified were:
–
–
–
–
–
–
–
–

lack of outward or indepth thinking
lack of breadth, not enough international perspectives
lack of challenge to thinking
lack of debate on the big issues affecting the sector
lack of variety from previous years
lack of engaging formats, too long
variable quality of plenary and concurrent sessions
lack of profile-raising of the sector.

Far too many sessions
where we were talking to
each other, rather than
being challenged to think
differently.
Stakeholder

In terms of changes to the conference, Board and Advisory Council members wanted more:
–
–
–
–
–
–

outward thinking and broader contexts to challenge thinking and motivate change
international, national and external speakers from other sectors
range of new conference and presentation styles
interactive workshops and discussions
CPD / substantive legal issues / professional development
state and territory responses to issues.

At the same time, stakeholders wanted to see less:
–
–
–
–

passive listening (‘less sage on the stage’)
‘same old’ presentation styles
‘talking to each other’
(fewer) concurrent sessions.

Other stakeholder groups raised similar issues in their feedback, which is discussed in more detail
under the Conference Delivery review theme.
Two thirds of Board and Advisory Council members (64%) were willing to consider alternatives to
the design of the conference, such as alternating with a compatible biennial conference every
second year. Stakeholders in favour of this option indicated that that they believed it would help
overcome insularity and would challenge and strengthen the sector. Examples provided of
compatible conferences to consider included the ACOSS conference or the legal assistance sector
conference. If undertaken with the legal assistance sector, it was seen as being consistent with the
aims of the national partnership agreement. Caveats were placed on alternating the conference
with a compatible peak body, such as ensuring that there were strategies to address internal CLC
professional development opportunities, eg. through regular symposia and resources. Others
(29%) felt that the current approach (for the CLC sector but open to external delegates) should
remain unchanged.
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1.3 Comparisons
The strategic purpose of a range of national conferences is provided below. These conferences
have been selected based on broadly comparable characteristics to the CLC conference, such as
national conference, similar membership bases and operating in either the community / advocacy
or legal sectors.
ACOSS
National Conference

…where community leaders, policy and decision makers, practitioners, academics
and people with lived experience come together to collectively tackle the issues
driving poverty and inequality in Australia...The conference is a public policy
dialogue where we will collectively strategise options for effective reform….Each
plenary takes the form of a facilitated conversation between a dynamic panel of
thought leaders and conference attendees…Each breakout session is an
interactive debate or a facilitated workshop that goes into greater depth, greater
breadth or greater action on the conference focus…asking not ‘where do we want
to be’ but also ‘how are we going to get there?’
http://www.acoss.org.au/event/acoss-national-conference-2017/

Financial Counselling
Australia

FCA is guided by our strategic plan... Our current projects include: Running our
annual nation-wide financial counselling conference. The conference is for the
financial counselling profession and those working with financial counselors (and is
not open to the public).
https://www.financialcounsellingaustralia.org.au/Corporate/Campaigns-and-Projects

Philanthropy Australia
National Conference
(biennial)

Our Conference is a once-every-two-years opportunity to engage with the world’s
best philanthropic thinkers, strategists and leading voices from around the globe
and at home.
http://www.philanthropy.org.au/conference/2016/intro

Philanthropy Meets
Parliament Summit
(biennial)

The Summit brings together Australian funders, political leaders, and policy
makers to meet at the heart of Australia’s political system.
–
–
–
–

Bringing philanthropy and government together.
Understanding the broader context within which they operate.
Showcasing effective collaboration.
Highlighting the importance of funding advocacy and efforts to influence
policy.

http://www.philanthropy.org.au/PMPS2017/

Australian Progress

Our mission is to build the advocacy capacity of Australia’s civil society
organisations, so as to ensure that the community interest is strongly represented
in debates about our nation’s future.
http://australianprogress.org.au/about-us/

Progress National
Conference (biennial)

Progress is the key biennial event that gathers, energises, and propels forward
Australia’s leading campaigners, advocates and change-makers...there will be
skill-shares and workshops, insightful panels, international keynotes and the
launch of major new initiatives. Progress 2017 is the best moment of the year to
break out of our ‘silos’ and make strong, lasting connections with hundreds of
Australia’s leading change-makers.
http://progress2017.org.au

National Access to
Justice & Pro Bono
Conference
(biennial)

This biennial event, held over two days, aims to attract over 400 delegates
including legal professionals, judges, government law officers, academics and
students. The program (features) leading international and local speakers who will
discuss critical and current access to justice issues facing Australians as well as
identifying the various challenges and opportunities associated with enhancing
access to legal services and pro bono work.
https://www.lawsocietysa.asn.au/NATJ/Event_Details.aspx
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Most of the conferences above target a broad audience and aim
to ‘break down’ silos, bringing together practitioners, policy and
decision makers, community leaders, community sector workers,
government agencies and academics. The National Access to
Justice and Pro Bono Conference is the most specifically
focussed, targeted to the legal and academic sector.
The strategic purpose of each is clear, articulated in terms of
striving for policy outcomes, capacity building, and influencing
decision-makers. Financial Counselling Australia indicated that all
conference sessions ‘have a strategic aim’. The statements make
clear who should attend, why, to do what and how that will
happen in the conference.

Our guiding principle is
that we 'don't do boring'.
That's really the secret.
And we work really hard,
with a lot of passion. All
the sessions have a
strategic aim in terms of
our policy work or 'things
financial counsellors need
to know to do their jobs
well'.
Financial Counselling Australia

1.4 Implications of current situation
A preliminary review of the National CLC Conference (2016) conducted within NACLC identified the
need for greater clarity about the strategic purpose of the conference. This is confirmed by the
feedback from the Board/Advisory Council members. As one respondent observed ‘conference
has just gotten bigger and bigger without really assessing whether it meets the objectives...’
Whilst most stakeholders identified the purpose of the conference as bringing the sector together,
fostering cohesion, networking, sharing knowledge and ideas, which are sector-focused goals, the
deficiencies of the conference were articulated in terms of missed strategic opportunities such as:
–
–
–
–
–
–

challenging thinking
encouraging collaboration across sectors
workshopping solutions to problems
reviewing national trends and external perspective
raising the profile of the sector
influencing policy.

Similar themes also emerged incidentally in the feedback from other stakeholder groups.
The conference clearly achieves the aim of bringing the sector together. ‘Networking’ is mentioned
far more frequently than learning or professional development as a reason to attend conference.
In terms of professional development, there is feedback on information-sharing and some sharing
of innovation. However, there are calls for more focused and specific professional development,
across all occupational groups, but most frequently through including substantive law sessions for
lawyers. There are also consistent requests for better quality assurance of concurrent sessions.
All stakeholder groups indicated what they wanted to take from conference was a combination of:
–
–
–
–
–

inspiration
knowledge,
some practical ideas and tools that they could take back to their workplace and implement
greater connection with the wider world
motivation for the year ahead.

Regardless of conference achievements, Board, Advisory Council members and delegates believe
there is potential for the conference to achieve more for the sector on a strategic level.
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A clear strategic purpose for the conference will be required to ‘refresh and revitalise’ the
conference, as there are multiple directions in which these changes could be taken.
Given that NACLC is currently finalising the organisation’s strategic plan, the timing is opportune.
The strategic goals of the organisation should drive the process, and there should be a coherent
relationship between:
–
–

the organisation’s overarching strategic priorities, and
how the conference contributes to their achievement.

As one of the organisation’s central resource and financial investments, the National CLC
Conference should also appear clearly in the strategic plan. The FCA Conference, for example,
appears in the FCA strategic plan, as one of the two key projects undertaken to ‘Raise the profile
of financial counselling’.
Whilst the conference has a clear purpose in supporting the sector, the strategic elements which
currently lack clarity, and should be addressed in developing the strategic purpose, include the
extent to which the conference should (or should not) provide the opportunity or the vehicle to:
–
–
–
–
–
–
–

engage with external sectors and perspectives (through speakers and delegates)
spark policy dialogue and influence policy decisions
foster collaboration and partnerships
advocate on key issues
raise the profile of the sector and its work
work together as a sector to develop solutions to problems
plan for the future.

Clarity on these elements is required to inform critical decisions about the conference, such as
selection of keynote speakers, conference location, marketing and promotion of the conference
and conferencing programming.
Guidance is also required to support decisions about sectorspecific aspects, such as the extent to which the strategic
purpose of conference is to provide CPD and professional
development opportunities across all CLC occupational groups.
Other implications may arise from setting the strategic purpose of
conference. For example, whether professional development
activities which are separate or complementary to conference are
required, such as webinars, state-based conferences or
symposia.

Just needs more focus,
and being more thoughtful
about what the strategic
priorities of the
conference should be. That
will lead to changes in its
organisation, formats,
speakers…
Stakeholder

1.5 Strategic purpose: Recommended option
That the Board and Advisory Council develop a statement of purpose for the conference, which is
consistent with NACLC’s strategic plan and priorities. Clarity on this is essential to guide the
refinement of the national conference. In reflecting the feedback from the conference review, there
is a strong desire for the conference to take a more strategic position, engage with a wider range
of external perspectives, capitalise on the sector gathering together to plan and collectively
develop solutions and leverage off the conference to raise the profile of the sector. The strategic
purpose could emulate the confidence and clarity of the ACOSS conference, which succinctly
states who the conference is for, what will happen, how and why it is needed.
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Review theme 2: Governance
Key issues:
The current conference governance model comprises an Advisory Committee structure, with
representation from NACLC and the host state or territory association. This structure has been in
place for the past two conferences. It replaced a period when conference was primarily organised
in-house. Before that, a more conventional conference organising committee structure had been in
place with representation from the host state or territory and member organisations.
A stronger governance structure will be required to steer changes to the conference and
implement improvements. Greater clarity and transparency is also required to separate the
strategic and operational decisions and responsibilities involved in organising the conference.

2.1. Current situation
The current governance structure for the National CLC Conference is that of an Advisory
Committee, comprising the NACLC Director, Sector Sustainability, the NACLC Conference
Coordinator and two to three representatives from the host state or territory. The committee meets
on a monthly basis and provides advice to the NACLC Board on:
–
–
–
–
–
–

the conference theme
speakers
the call for papers
conference programming
other matters such as local entertainment options
location for the next conference.

The preliminary Conference Review identified that a variety of models of planning committee have
been trialled. Due to challenges in engaging stakeholders in the process, over time a model of
increased ‘in-house’ decision-making had evolved. However, a more collaborative planning model
was deemed to better serve the sector and the Advisory Committee model was established in
2016 for the conference held in Fremantle, and continued for the 2017 conference held in
Canberra.
Conference organising committees are acknowledged on previous conference programs and show
that in previous years the committees comprised members from NACLC, the host state or territory
and representatives from other states and territory associations

2.2 Stakeholder feedback
Feedback on the current governance structure has been limited, but challenges have been
acknowledged, such as unclear expectations about the roles of the association in the host state or
territory, work expectations, lack of resourcing, decision-making and communication issues. Some
issues are exacerbated through distance and lack of face to face meeting opportunities. When
difficulties are experienced, they not only challenge the immediate conference organising tasks,
they can also require time and resources to resolve after conference, and continue to cause a
strain on resources.
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2.3 Governance model
A conference organising committee is a commonly recommended structure, particularly for
membership-based organisations. The committee structure provides a mechanism for sharing
workload and working through member networks to source ideas, speakers and sponsors. On the
other hand, organisations that employ events and communications specialists may undertake
conference organisation in-house. The core purpose of Australian Progress, for example, is
advocacy capacity-building which they undertake through training, workshops, and events such as
the Progress Conference. Consequently, Australian Progress employs a team of events
management and communications specialists who manage the conference process. The Access
to Justice and Pro Bono Conference, on the other hand is managed by a sub-committee of the
Law Council of Australia, working with the appropriate law council of the host state or territory and
events management staff.
There is no single structure that will work for all organisations, rather the structure should meet the
needs of the organisation. In the context of this current review, there are compelling reasons to
institute a carefully constructed strategic governance structure:
–
–
–
–
–

this is first external review of the conference in nearly 40 years
the preliminary review identified a range of strategic issues relating to the conference
NACLC has invested in the review with the aim of making improvements to the conference and
responding to feedback on the need to update the conference
NACLC is currently undertaking its triennial strategic planning
the sector experienced a severe funding crisis over the past two years, and while funding cuts
were reversed, the threat of cuts has had a significant impact on centres, staff and budgets
which need to be considered in any changes to the conference.

Further, changes to the conference format in terms of frequency, length, purpose, format and
structure have strategic implications for NACLC, membership organisations, CLCs and staff.
Subject to the Board and Advisory Council’s acceptance of the recommended future options for
conference, the critical steps will be follow-through and implementation of the change. For this
reason, the review recommends establishing a governance model that distinguishes between
strategic decisions and operational tasks involved in planning and delivering the conference.
The conference delivery section of this report recommends (on the basis of sector feedback and
comparisons with other conferences) a number of significant changes that meet the sector’s
preference for refreshing and updating the conference. These include, for example, a shorter
conference with a greater focus on quality, the engagement of strategic and external speakers
debating and exploring future-focussed issues, greater variety of plenary and concurrent formats,
selection of fewer, exemplary CLC presentations and the use of conference technology.
Successfully implementing change on this level will require broad support, leadership and
involvement from the Board and Advisory Council to steer the changes through. There is a need
for the NACLC Board and Advisory Council members to reach out through their national and
international networks to identify and engage inspiring and thought-provoking speakers, to identify
potential sponsors of the conference from their home state or territory, to promote the conference
to their external networks and to ensure that CLCs are informed about forthcoming changes.
Numerous strategic decisions will be required. Some will be decisions about new approaches,
such as deciding on whether to ‘go paperless’, others are standard, strategic decisions around
conference, such as determining location and developing a conference theme. These latter
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decisions will take on greater significance for showcasing the ‘new’ conference. Review feedback
highlighted the need for better vetting of conference papers for quality - feedback which has been
provided after previous conferences. In addition to significantly fewer concurrent sessions, the
review recommends that state and territory associations are involved in either selecting or shortlisting potential CLC and member association speakers from their state or territory to ensure that
the accepted papers are dynamic, high quality, strategic and provide useful and meaningful
information to the wide range of conference delegates.
These are not decisions that can be made from within NACLC. Requiring Board and Advisory
Council sign-off for each major decision could delay the conference organising process. The Board
and Advisory Council therefore need to establish the authorising environment for the
implementation of the (agreed) changes to conference. Decisions which need to be taken on a
strategic level include:
–
–
–
–
–
–
–
–

location and theme
budget management
headline keynote/plenary speakers and broad topics for plenary sessions
fund raising and sponsorship management
overseeing a communications and promotions strategy
overseeing programming, including establishing the balance of plenary and concurrent
sessions
introduction/uptake of new technologies, eg. streaming, use of conference app
quality assurance.

2.4 Governance: Recommended options
The Board should oversee the process for establishing a Conference Sub-Committee (as a
working title), inviting members and confirming terms of reference and responsibilities.
Decisions of the Sub-Committee can then be delegated to NACLC to implement. Some decisions
may increase the operational workload, and some, it is hoped, will reduce the workload (eg. if the
number of conference presenters is significantly reduced.)
Details of the governance structure will require further refinement. For example, two levels of
committee may be required – a Board Sub-Committee for the strategic decisions, and a
conference organising committee to oversee the current conference, involving the host state and
NACLC staff and a Sub-Committee representative.
The key principles for the conference governance structure include:
–
–
–

a transparent, representative and effective governance structure which supports efficient and
informed decision-making
clear direction on strategic and operational decisions and responsibilities for each
appropriate reporting and communication channels between the Board and Advisory Council,
the Conference Sub-Committee, NACLC and the external conference management service.
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Review theme 3: Coordination and administration
Key issues:
Coordination for the National CLC Conference is undertaken by the NACLC Conference
Coordinator, supported by Conference Online, an external conference management organisation.
This is approach is quite standard for comparable organisations.
The review has found that coordination and administration of the conference could be improved by
addressing some double-handling of conference coordination tasks, and under-utilisation of the
expertise of the conference management service. The conference management service could also
offer new services to improve conference delivery, and better meet delegates’ expectations.
Involving state and territory associations in key local decisions would also improve coordination,
administration and delivery. These include assisting with shortlisting or selecting local presenters,
and in sourcing potential local sponsors. Better use could be also made of internal NACLC policy
and communications expertise.

3.1 Current situation
Coordination for the National CLC Conference is undertaken by the NACLC Conference
Coordinator, supported by Conference Online, an external conference management organisation.
Further conference management support is provided by the Director, Sector Sustainability. At
various times, particularly key decision-making and/or high workload times, most of the NACLC
team, from CEO to finance manager, contribute to the running of the conference in some capacity.
Conference Online conference support services including planning and managing the event,
assisting with sourcing and price negotiation with the venue and accommodation, managing the
abstract submission process, payments of registration fees, logistics management, on-site
conference registration support and post-event reporting.
Tasks undertaken by NACLC include (in summary):
–
–
–
–
–
–

sourcing the venue and accommodation
budgeting, including setting registration fees
promotion of the conference in various formats, including the website
theming and managing the content programming
sourcing keynote speakers and arranging session chairs
onsite staff support for registration desk, delegate and speaker support

The event management process occurs over a twelve month period, with work commencing on
the next conference soon after the current conference is over. There is no conference manual as
such, but a similar process is followed each year. Sponsors are approached early to ensure
appropriate acknowledgement in conference material. The call for abstracts is advertised early in
the year (for an August conference). Abstracts are reviewed by the conference organising
committee and selections made based on criteria such as compatibility with the conference theme.
There may be some negotiations, for example joining presenters together, dealing with presenters
cancelling and so on. A draft and final program is developed. Conference material (eg. bags,
programs) are printed and distributed at the registration desk.
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3.2 Services offered by conference management services
Functions of a professional conference management service, such as Conference Online include:
Conference planning:

–
–

budget, critical date calendar / planning schedule, marketing
plan and sponsorship strategy
dedicated Conference Manager

Budget/financial
management:

–
–
–

prepare conference budget
receive and receipt fees through trust fund
event reconciliation reporting

Marketing and promotion:

–

strategic marketing plan, opportunities for national and
international promotion
web based technology and email communication, mutual links
with organisations that can cross promote conference.

–
Media and public relations:

–
–

identify key messages, issues and opportunities
develop a media and PR plan to target influential audiences

Sponsorship management:

–
–
–
–

develop sponsorship strategy
prepare sponsorship prospectus
communication with sponsors
financial management, reporting

Venue and accommodation
sourcing:

–
–
–

venue - create brief, search and source, including catering
accommodation – brief, search and source
checking against criteria, eg. accessibility, size, convenience

Social program
management:

–
–
–

sourcing and management of venues for social program, eg.
Welcome Reception, conference
source music/entertainment for events
local off-site events

Program, abstract
management:

–
–
–
–
–

call for papers, speakers' information and program integration.
online abstract submission process
review of abstracts
management of speaker biographies
program preparation and printing

Conference website:

–

dedicated conference website (display program, speakers,
accommodation, registration)

Registration:

–

online registration and payments, including for accommodation

Speaker management:

–
–

advice and communication with speakers
on-site support for speakers, eg. audio-visual requirements

Delegate services:

–

transfers, airport pick up, pre and post conference events

On-site management:

–
–
–
–

onsite registration desk, signage
liaison with venue, audio-visual management, caterers
logistics management
run sheet for the conference

Post-event reporting:

–
–

delegate survey
post-event report
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3.3 Comparisons
Of the other conferences reviewed, two options were found. These were either similar to NACLC
with a combination of in-house support combined with an external conference management
service, or all in-house management. Organisations undertaking the conference management inhouse have dedicated and experienced events management and communications staff working on
the conference management, often working with a conference organising committee.
Financial Counselling Australia:

–

In house, dedicated conference coordinator

Access to Justice:

–

In house, through host state Law Council office - event management
staff. Working with conference organising committee

Health Justice Australia:

–

In house

Victorian Homelessness
Conference Talking Solutions:

–

In house and conference management service: Think Business
Events

Philanthropy Australia –
Philanthropy Meets Parliament

–

In house and conference management service: International
Convention Management Services (ICMS)

A third model is a conference management service managing the whole conference, including
sourcing speakers and managing the program.

3.4 Balance of in-house and contracted conference services
The current balance of activities undertaken by NACLC and Conference Online is relatively
standard, in that the client determines the conference theme and manages the program content,
recruits key speakers and decides on the balance and number of plenaries and breakout sessions,
decisions about key speakers and breakout sessions and approaches and recruits sponsors.
Areas where the National CLC Conference differs from other conferences include:
–
–
–
–
–
–

budget management: NACLC manages the budget in-house, whereas most prefer the
conference management service to manage the conference budget
full colour program: most opt for the cheaper option of colour cover and black and white inside
session/presentation times: standard is generally around 15-20 minutes whereas the National
CLC Conference sessions are generally 45 or 90 minutes per session
conference drinks event is not part of the conference package, based on NACLC’s policy of
not promoting alcohol
many conferences include awards or presentations at the conference dinner
many conferences have exhibitors in the conference lobby.

Areas where the conference management service reportedly could provide more assistance for the
conference program and the event ‘experience’ include:
–
–
–

–

approaching and recruiting key speakers
sponsorship management including developing a sponsorship prospectus, approaching and
recruiting sponsors but on advice from the client
assisting with programming: introducing interactive and creative options, eg. three-minute
presentations (good development opportunity for new presenters), presentation of ‘Hot
posters’ in 5 – 10 minute slots in plenary sessions, adjusting session times with shorter
speaking slots
introduce new options such as conference posters, which could be in the lobby, as part of
Welcome Drinks
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–
–

developing some options to get delegates active and off-site, with some active sessions, such
as yoga, stretching, pilates, hand massage, local walks,
some strategies to look after people attending conference on their own or for first time.

A conference app is a new option which conference management services can supply and is
increasingly featuring at similar conferences. Delegates frequently mentioned their preference for a
conference app. Whilst slightly more expensive than printing a conference program, a conference
app would open up a number of new opportunities and meet delegates’ environmental
expectations. A conference app allows online polling, submitting questions to keynote speakers,
conference delegates to connect, broadcasting messages and updates, and collecting conference
feedback. Program changes can be dealt with more easily through a conference app (rather than
printing errata and program updates) and could provide some more flexibility with session timing.
Sponsors can be promoted on the app. This option may be difficult for people who don’t have a
smart phone or are not adept at using a smart phone (likely to be a only small part of the CLC
population), but a summary agenda could overcome issues.
Areas where the conference management service is currently under-utilised include budget
management, assistance with generating sponsorship, in particular in developing a sponsorship
prospectus, program management and introduction of new approaches.
The management process between NACLC and the conference management service could be
improved, to support a more stream-lined process, in particular allowing closer contact with an
internal manager/decision-maker to enable quicker decisions. There is also some double-handling
apparent, in tasks such as sourcing venues and accommodation, and price negotiations. Whilst
NACLC may chose to have a site visit for the selection process, as Conference Online has been
working with NACLC for seven years, the client needs are well-known and this step could be
handled independently.
The National CLC Conference is promoted on the NACLC website and the NACLC channels,
particularly to reach those more broadly in the legal assistance sector. In contrast, many
conferences establish a conference webpage and promote their conference through a range of
email and on-line sources. Promotion of the conference in these ways is often jointly managed by
in-house communications staff in partnership with the conference management service.
The abstract selection process was raised by conference delegates on a number of occasions in
terms of how and why some papers were selected and others rejected, and how the quality of
both content and presentation is assessed and assured (with observations that quality is
sometimes questionable). Involving state and territory associations in selection of some papers
from their own state or territory was
seen as a useful approach for utilising
local knowledge to select quality
examples to showcase. It was also
suggested that state and territory
associations could invite centres
involved in innovative work to make a
presentation, and may increase
participation of centres hesitant to selfpromote or unaware of how well they
compare to others on a national scale.
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3.5 Coordination and administration: Recommended options
A better balance of the in-house tasks and contracted services could be achieved and is likely to
result in a better use of resources for NACLC. Decisions in relation to the balance of activities and
responsibilities should be made by NACLC (in consultation with the Board and/or Conference SubCommittee if established).
The conference management process could be streamlined and improved with start-up planning
and management meetings, involving senior management from NACLC, which would enable
critical decisions to be made in a timely manner.
The conference management service is currently under-utilised and/or tasks are double-handled. It
is recommended that the conference management service is more fully utilised, particularly to
undertake the activities best suited to their expertise including:
–
–
–

managing venue and accommodation selection process (providing two options to NACLC) and
negotiations with providers to secure the best price
managing the conference budget under parameters established by NACLC
managing speaker gifts.

The conference management service can also provide a number of new features, each of which
could contribute to improving the conference, including:
–
–
–

developing a sponsorship strategy, including developing a sponsorship prospectus, in
partnership with NACLC, providing a range of sponsorship options
development of a conference app
development of a conference website, which would be highly recommended if NACLC made
the strategic decision to promote the conference to a wider audience.

Conference coordination could also be improved through greater involvement of state and territory
associations in short-listing or recommending local CLC / ATSIL work to showcase at the
conference, through a presentation or poster. If this were endorsed, NACLC should develop
guidelines for the short-listing process. The number of recommendations made per state/territory
could be population/centre based, with fewer required from smaller states and territories, and
more from the larger states.
Better use could be made of internal NACLC expertise and resources. Start-up conference
planning should involve policy expertise for program planning and NACLC communications
expertise for:
–
–
–

conference promotion and marketing to the potential audience
public relations, in terms of planning key messages from the conference
gaining media exposure (eg. arranging media interviews for keynote speaker, interviewing CLC
staff/politicians/noteworthy guests at the conference, arranging public launches at the
conference.
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Review theme 4: Financial model
Key issues:
The National CLC Conference is run on a cost neutral basis and aims to break-even each year.
This is generally achieved, and some years, a surplus is achieved. Board and Advisory Council
members (46%) supported the principle of conference contributing to raising revenue.
Compared to other conferences the National CLC Conference:
–
–

is low-cost and less expensive than conferences with a two-day program
engages fewer sponsors, and does not offer tiered sponsorship opportunities (eg. patron,
gold, silver etc).

Most delegates felt the cost of the conference was ‘about right’. For delegates, the financial issues
were not simply cost, but ‘value’ gained from participation. Delegates also noted that the
conference fee was only a small component of the total cost of attending the conference.
There is scope to adjust the conference financial model by adopting strategies to increase income
and/or reduce costs. Options likely to make an impact on financial management include better
budget management and a concerted effort directed at increasing sponsorship and securing
grants. Changes to the conference program, such as introducing a two-day program or marketing
the conference to external audiences, could also have a positive financial impact.

4.1 Current situation
The National CLC Conference is run on a cost neutral basis, and aims to break even each year.
The conference budget is based on an annual estimate of costs which incorporates a 10%
increase from the previous year.
Conference fees are set once the costs of the venue are confirmed. Fees are based on a
conservative estimate of the number of delegates anticipated to attend. Dinner and/or drinks
events are charged to delegates at cost price. Costs for the band are covered by NACLC.
Subsidies are available for delegates meeting certain criteria, such as based in a rural, regional or
remote location, centre has low/no funding, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander legal service or
staff member. Subsidies are funded by conference sponsorships and/or government grant funding.
Generally the subsidy amount either meets or makes a substantial contribution to the registration
fee for one delegate. Subsidies for delegates in remote locations may be higher to support
additional travel costs.
The most significant costs of conference are the day catering for 400+ delegates and venue hire.
Costs of room hire and catering for network day have generally been costs borne from the
conference budget and provided at no cost to delegates.
The conference budget is managed with the guiding principle of keeping costs as low as possible
for delegates and NACLC, and the aim of breaking even. There are no formal policies regarding the
financial management aspects of the conference such as payment of speakers’ fees, so practice
can vary from year to year, nor is there is a financial aim, for example, of generating a surplus.
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4.2 Comparisons
The table below sets out recent registration fees for the National CLC Conference and a range of
comparable conferences. The National CLC Conference rate is around the average of $740, but
differs by being a three day conference, are therefore could be argued as more cost-effective.
Conference
National CLC Conference (2017)
3 days

Costs

CLC:

Early bird:

Full rate:

$595

$689

Non CLC:

$1,040

University rates available
Day rates and group bookings available
Conference dinner: $88
Financial Counselling Australia (2017)
2 days

Conference package
includes dinner
Community sector:

$446

Industry, Government and Education:

$800

Range of pricing options
Single day prices available
Pre and post conference forums individually priced
some free events
Dinner: $98
Health Justice Partnerships Australia
(2017)
2 days

Early bird:

Full rate:

HJ partners:

$425

$600

Community:

$450

$650

Govt, corporate:

$690

$750

Range of pricing options
Sponsor rate available
Single day rates available
Post workshops @ community rate: $150
National Access to Justice & Pro-bono
Conference (2017)
2 days

Early Bird:

Full rate:

Standard:

$650

$700

Concession*:

$400

$440

Conf+dinner

Conf only

Member:

$740

$640

General:

$1,000

$900

Early Bird:

Full rate:

Member:

$1,000

$1,350

General:

$1,350

$1,800

*includes CLCs
Dinner: $85
National ACOSS Conference (2017)
2 days

Single day prices available
Bursaries can be applied for
Dinner: $115, $90 concession
Philanthropy Australia – Philanthropy
Meets Parliament Summit (2017)
2 days

Registration includes drinks event at Parliament House
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Accommodation rates were fairly standard across the conferences, with starting prices around
$180-$190 per night. The cheapest price found was around $120 per night, but presumably would
depend on availability. Conference dinner prices ranged from $85 to $115, which also places the
National CLC Conference at the least expensive end of the spectrum.
The number of sponsors per conference varied, however, with four sponsors the National CLC
Conference has the least number of sponsors compared to those reviewed for comparison. Most
had around seven up to 12 sponsors.
National CLC Conference:

4 sponsors

FCA:

One patron, 10 major sponsors, 6 other sponsors

Health Justice Partnerships:

7 sponsors

National ACOSS Conference:

4 gold sponsors, 3 sponsors

National Access to Justice and
Pro Bono Conference:
Philanthropy Australia:

7 sponsors
12 sponsors, plus marketing, publicity, film partners

The conference management service confirmed that most conferences are run on fairly tight
budgets. Conference organisers consulted for the review reported that their organisation’s
conference made a surplus (rather than a profit, as not for profit organisations), which was
reinvested in the next conference. Financial information reported publically for other conferences
indicate surplus funds generated from conferences, but some caution is required as it not known if
the figures include other events, for example. In 2016, Philanthropy Australia reported that
conference income (for 2016) represented 21% of funding income and generated $600,000
income. Based on conference rates and delegate numbers, income from the compared
conferences range from around $150,000 to $300,000.

4.3 Stakeholder feedback
Three quarters (77%) of conference delegates believe that the cost of the conference was ‘about
right’, as did 59% of people who did not attend conference. Thirty per cent (30%) of delegates, and
17% of people who did not attend conference indicated that they would be prepared to pay a higher
fee if required to implement suggestions from the conference review. Conference delegates also
reported that conference rates are only one part of the total cost to their centre, with travel,
accommodation and time away from the centre actually representing higher costs.
Most respondents (>50%) from both cohorts indicated that
they were unsure about paying a higher fee either because
they were not the decision-maker, or reported that a fee
increase would result in fewer staff attending the conference.
Other suggestions raised included introducing tiered costing
to compensate for those travelling furtherest distances or
reduce the conference length rather than increase fees.

A fee increase would need to be
accompanied by a significant
improvement in the program
Conference delegate

In terms of primary financial principles governing the conference, Board and Advisory Council
members made the following selections from three options:

EFFECTIVE CHANGE PTY LTD | 26

–
–
–

Ensuring that the conference is cost neutral for NACLC – 23%
Ensuring that the conference is affordable for delegates – 31%
Ensuring that the conference is able to raise revenue to maintain NACLC viability and fund the
other services offered by NACLC – 46%

4.4 Adjusting the financial model
The conference financial model could be changed in a number of ways by adjusting the available
‘levers’ on the revenue or expense sides of the financial ledger.
Revenue
Increase income by:

–
–
–
–
–
–
–
–
–

increasing the number of delegates
increasing the number of non-CLC delegates (paying higher rates)
Increasing the number of conference dinner guest
increasing conference fees
introducing fees for unfunded activities, such as network day
increasing the number of sponsors
increasing sponsorship amounts
securing grants (eg. host state tourism agencies, from philanthropic
funds to support guest speaker attendance)
attracting exhibitors

Expenses
Reduce costs by:

–
–
–
–
–
–

reduce the number of conference days (reduce venue, catering costs)
reduce cost of venue
reduce number of breakout rooms
reduce cost of catering
reduce incidentals, eg. printing, credit card fees
reduce double handling of conference preparation tasks, eg. travel to
source venue

Numerous adjustments, and combinations of adjustments could be made to the financial model.
There could be some smaller, creative adjustments. For example, the 2017 conference dinner was
$88, based on cost-recovery only. If this was rounded up to $90, with more than 300 guests, it
would raise $600+. This could be allocated towards a conference registration, eg. for one RRR
lawyer. Delegates could be advised on their registration that $2 from the dinner cost is allocated to
one RRR subsidised registration.

4.5 Financial model: Recommended options
The most significant expenses for the conference are catering, venue hire and the conference
management service.
In terms of making significant differences to the financial management, the following changes are
recommended as having the greatest impact:
–
–

tighter focus on budget management, reduction of double-handling costs and making better
use of conference management services
concerted sponsorship drive, with a professional sponsorship prospectus offering more
sponsorship opportunities (eg. sponsoring a particular session, sponsoring ‘meeting pods’,
sponsoring scholarships) and involving state and territory associations if possible to recruit
state/territory sponsors for delegates from their state/territory (eg. airline, state banks(?) or
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–

credit societies)
securing grants to support the conference, eg. from the Ian Potter Foundation to bring out
international guests.

Whilst requiring strategic decisions, the following suggestions would also have an impact on the
conference income:
–

–

–

reducing the conference to a two-day event with either a slight price reduction or no price
reduction – this would increase funds in the conference budget which could be invested in
focusing on headline speakers, panel members and moderators – in turn this may also attract
more delegates to the conference
reducing the number of breakout sessions and streams (and therefore number of breakout
rooms required) provides a more competitive range of venue options as there are more venues
available with this configuration
marketing the conference (or certain sessions of the conference, eg. Day 1, or certain events,
eg. the dinner) to audiences beyond the CLC sector
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Review theme 5: Conference delivery
Key issues:
The conference format has not changed significantly over the past decade, and potentially longer.
Whilst stakeholders have a strong commitment to the conference, their feedback also indicates an
interest in shaking up the format and taking new approaches.
In comparison to a range of other conferences, whilst all followed a conventional conference
format of plenaries plus concurrent / breakout sessions, the National CLC Conference:
–
–
–
–

is longer than most (three days vs two days)
has a lot more concurrent sessions
fewer external speakers and moderators
makes less use of new and creative techniques.

5.1 Current situation
The format for the National CLC conference includes:
–
–
–
–

Three-day program
Pre-conference network meetings
Five plenary sessions, featuring guest speakers drawn from state and federal politicians,
academia, CLC sector, key advocacy / NGO bodies
Concurrent sessions comprising presentations from CLC / member organisations.

The table below provides an overview of the 2017 conference.
Conference elements

National CLC Conference 2017

Number of days

3 days

Pre or post conference

One day pre-conference: Network Day
Masterclasses (introduced in 2017)

Plenary sessions

5 plenary sessions, including conference opening and closing
Keynote speakers: 16 speakers (incl NACLC representatives)
Politicians, advocacy, international (UN, Amnesty), NATSIL,
consultant, Law Council, academic, NGO

Concurrent sessions

36 concurrent sessions
Mainly presentation style
Majority of presenters from CLC sector and some client
representatives, advocates, consultants
Two blocks of six concurrent sessions scheduled per day

This format has remained largely unchanged over the past 10 years. Some variations and changes
over time include:
–
–
–
–

The number of concurrent sessions has gradually declined over the past eight years from
around 50 (from 2010-2013) to 36 in 2017
Network Day was held on a Sunday in 2008 and 2010
In some years, the Welcome Reception was held on the day prior to the conference opening
The introduction of Masterclasses in 2017, offering two half-day interactive workshops on
specific topics (developing messages for legal campaigns and outcomes measurement), with
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additional charges applying.
The conference is held in a different capital or regional city each year. The map following shows the
location of conference over the past twelve years. Of note, in this time:
–
–
–

The conference has been held twice in Melbourne and Perth/Fremantle
The conference has not been held in Sydney
The conference has not been held in Brisbane for over ten years.

5.2 Stakeholder feedback
Stakeholders have a high level of commitment to the annual conference and generally provide
positive feedback on, and satisfaction with the conference. Of the respondents who did not attend
the conference in 2017, 43% wanted to attend but did not because: other staff from their centre
were attending and only limited numbers could attend; work priorities; financial constraints on the
centre including defunding and reduced funding and personal/family reasons.
The majority of delegates providing feedback on the 2017
conference rated the venue, accessibility and
accommodation as good (around 50%) or excellent (around
30%). The on-site registration process was the most
positively rated (51% good, 44% excellent), and catering
was the least positively rated (30% fair, 31% good, 12%
excellent). The popularity of the conference is also evident
from the attendance figures of 400-600 delegates over the
past five years.

Overall I found the conference
inspiring with great
networking opportunities and
discussion with conference
participants on issues very
relevant to our centre, eg.
remote area advocacy.
Conference delegate

Whilst there is considerable positive feedback on the conference, feedback in post-conference
surveys over the past five or so years include a number of consistent requests for change around
format, style, perspectives presented and sectors represented at the conference. Of those who did
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not attend the 2017 conference, 31% did not want to attend and 26% were unsure. The main
reasons for not wanting to attend were lack of anything of value on the conference program or
generally not finding the conference was of value. Key critiques are typified by comments such as
conference ‘too much talking to ourselves’, ‘have been to number of conferences, feels very
repetitive’.
5.2.1 Programming and format
The conference review has provided the opportunity to explore and validate priorities for change.
Stakeholders were asked to nominate the opportunities they would support for conference from
nine options. The graph below presents these results. Interestingly, the results were highly
consistent for the three stakeholders groups (delegates, those who did not attend 2017
conference and Board and Advisory Council members). The top four opportunities for conference,
supported by all stakeholder groups, were:
–
–
–
–

developing knowledge
collaboration and partnership work
developing practical skills and
learning about new approaches which could be implemented in their own CLC.

Board and Advisory Council respondents particularly supported learning about new approaches,
and also integrating detailed learning through a masterclass program.

Thinking about opportunities for Conference, which would you support: !
Developing knowledge – e.g. legal developments,
development in other aspects of CLC service delivery
Collaboration and partnership work – e.g. learning about
innovations, policy agendas of other sectors
Learning ‘how to’ e.g. developing practical skills
Innovation e.g. learning about new approaches in CLC work
and what could be implemented in your own centre
Hear from ‘thought leaders’ from the CLC sector and
beyond
Intensive/detailed learning such as the masterclass program
(2017)
New methods of sharing / learning information
Field trips, visiting and learning about new (relevant) things
oﬀ-site
Action e.g. working with delegates to plan and develop a
campaign
Other (please specify)
0.00%
Total

Did not attend

20.00%
Delegates

40.00%

60.00%

80.00%

100.00%

Board/Advisory

Qualitative feedback collected through surveys, focus group discussions and individual discussions
reinforce and expand on these results. The key themes on conference programming and format
recurring in the qualitative responses – each raised multiple times, in surveys and discussions, and
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from more than one stakeholder group - are provided below with indicative comments.
Professional
development and
learning

Conference could have a more explicit focus on professional development
tailored for staff in the sector. Specific requests included:
–
–
–
–

addressing CPD competency areas for lawyers: practice management,
professional skills, ethical and professional responsibility, substantive law
management (legal practice and general management skills development)
communication and advocacy
administration

Areas noted as missing from the 2017 program included: pro bono session,
environmental law, disability law, refugee issues, LGBTQI issues
The content was not right – it didn’t cater for the breadth of the sector, eg. civil
law practices.
If conference covered CPD in an interesting way, it may draw more attention.
While conference feels inspiring, learning is often short-lived by staff –
perceived as a reward rather than PD.
I felt coming home that the workshops were too basic. There needs to be more
in depth discussions. What I heard in the workshops was things we were
already doing or already knew about.
Practical skills,
benefits and
solutions

Focus on practical solutions, resources and tools (rather than ‘what’, tell me
‘how’)
Building practical skills for all is what I’d like the conference to focus on so I can
develop a toolkit.
More practical sessions and a more organised and enticing program…
Hearing about projects and programs being delivered by other centres is
interesting but ultimately not as helpful or practical as intensive learning,
developing knowledge and developing practical skills.
Conference might be inspirational but not particularly useful for day to day work
in a generalist centre.

Changes to
program content,
quality, length
and breadth

–
–

–
–

Plenaries with interesting and challenging speakers, including international
experts
Include tailored, structured or themed approaches in the conference
programming, including sessions for staff new to the sector and for staff
other than lawyers (eg. community development, policy, administrative,
communications, social workers)
Use streams to avoid scheduling conflicts and to enable delegates to follow
through specific topics in greater depth
Reduce the quantity and increase the quality of concurrent sessions

The conference program seems quite nebulous.
Would like to see more of a strategic component, more involvement by LAS,
Legal Aid commissions, law societies…
Program needs to bring cutting edge matters to the sector.
The concurrent workshops need to be better screened for quality.
Include some sessions (or activities) on self-care and/or lighter topics, such as
meditation, pet therapy, or a humourous look at our day to day work
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Presentation
formats

–
–
–

Include more external perspectives in the range of speakers / topics
Greater variety in the format of concurrent sessions, especially greater
inclusion of interactive workshops
Use new technologies and approaches in the conference format, such as
live streaming or recording key plenaries, a conference app and a
paperless conference.

Better plenaries and way to encourage people to participate to their strengths,
not everyone is a public speaker, that is ok.
Perhaps some intensive facilitated prep work ahead of the conference with
presenters, as TEDx conferences do.
The conference needs far more opportunities to do – not just be talked at – and
for delegates to connect with each other and share experiences and ideas. The
current model is old fashioned and is unlikely to result in new ideas being taken
back to the sector and implemented.
Overall, feedback to improve the conference emphasised the
need for delegates and centres to derive substantive benefits
from attendance, and to be able to take away something
tangible from the conference – new knowledge, new skills,
new ideas, new approaches that can be replicated back in
the workplace, and new contacts. Stakeholders who did not
attend the conference commented ‘…we really need to be
able to demonstrate the value that we gain from attending
each year’ and ‘been to a number of conferences over 20
years and tire of talking about the same things…’

The format of the conference
could be improved so there is
less "preaching to the choir" and
more practical workshops,
training, master classes,
structured networking
opportunities, and collective
advocacy.
Conference delegate

5.2.2 Specific elements of the conference
Through the conference review, stakeholders commented on a range of specific elements of the
conference, such as frequency, length and location, as well as aspects such as venue,
accommodation and food. Feedback on these specific elements is presented in the table below.
Frequency

Overall, the majority of stakeholders think the conference should be held every
year, however Board and Advisory Council members were equally in favour of
every year (36%) and every two years (36%). The balance of this group felt that
the decision should be guided by ‘whatever is most sustainable for NACLC and
the sector.’ Conference delegates were most in favour of an annual conference
(68%) whereas just over half (54%) of those who did not attend conference in
2017 favoured this and 39% of this group thought it should be every two years.

Length

Views on the length of the conference diverge across the stakeholder groups:
–
–
–

Location

most Board and Advisory Council members (62%) favour a two-day
conference
most conference delegates (69%) favour a three day conference
those who did not attend are split between two (44%) and three days
(42%).

There is strong support for rotating the conference location across the country
from conference delegates (93%), people who did not attend conference (85%)
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and the Board and Advisory Council members (77%). Respondents cited
consistent reasons for this including: sharing the ‘travel burden’, encouraging
and enabling participation, sharing the workload, maintaining national sector
identity, exposure to different issues across the country, variety in the
conference experience including speakers from different states and territories,
raising the CLC profile across the country.
Those holding the minority view of a fixed location suggested an east coast
capital city. The advantages of a fixed location were the greater concentration
of staff and centres, more flights, venues and accommodation options and it
would simplify planning for centres, but financial inequities would need to be
addressed through subsidies.
There is more support for a mix of capital and regional cities from conference
delegates (48%) and people who did not attend conference (44%), but also
solid support from both cohorts for capital city-only locations. Respondents felt
that ease of access, suitable venues and travel costs were key considerations.
Board and Advisory Council members were more in favour of a mix of capital
city and regional locations (69%) but also indicated that ‘strategic value of the
location’ was the most important consideration.
Time of the year

The July to September quarter was the most popular time to hold the
conference, supported by: 70% of conference delegates, 65% of those who
did not attend conference and 50% of Board and Advisory Council members.
This quarter was favoured because: it was past the end of financial year and
budgeting period but before the end of calendar year; weather improving and
time for a ‘pick up’ two thirds of the way through the year. Key considerations
also included avoiding school holidays and weather extremes. Some
respondents also favoured timing the conference later in this quarter to avoid
clashes with the professional indemnity insurance cross check.

Venue

Most stakeholders supported trialling alternatives to a conventional
conference centre venue, with around 50% in support of trialling a
university campus and 33% in support of trialling a community or arts centre
venue.
Reasons in support of these choices included: better alignment with the values
of the sector, less ‘corporate’ feel, better environmental standards and an
opportunity to broaden thinking and vary the conference experience. Having
access to student accommodation and linking with academics and students in
the law faculty were reasons proposed in favour of this option. However, others
thought that a university campus may be more difficult to navigate, disability
access may not be as good and rooms may be more suited to lectures rather
than interactive sessions.
With a clear openness to alternative venues, especially those which provide
better philosophical alignment and potentially cost savings, respondents also
acknowledged the challenge of catering for a large audience and felt a
convention centre may be the most suitable compromise.
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The most important elements of the venue (well-known to NACLC) include
accessibility within the venue, and accessibility to airport, public transport,
accommodation, city centre; ease of navigation within the venue; capacity;
theatre style seating for plenaries (or other options, but ensuring visibility of
speakers for the audience), variety in breakout room sizes and flexibility in setup
to accommodate different presentations and workshops. Other important
elements of the venue contributing to the conference experience included
temperature control, windows, light, fresh air and plenty of comfortable seating.
Accommodation

Well over half of all respondents were in favour of considering or implementing
accommodation options such as billeting interstate delegates or house sharing,
in order to reduce costs and promote a sense of community. Conference
delegates in particular were supportive of this option, with 62% in favour. Board
/ Advisory Council respondents were equally split between being in favour of
this option (45%) and unsure (45%). While half of the respondents who did not
attend conference in 2017 were in favour of this option (51%), they were more
likely than other groups to be against this option (35%).
Overall, there was strong support for considering alternative accommodation
arrangements, particularly as comments from those who were unsure often
indicated that whilst it was not their own preference, they were happy for it to
be available to others.
Those against this option were either
horrified at the thought of sharing (‘It is
a full on couple of days and I need to
lie in a dark room and recover each
night rather than chat to hosts’) or felt
that it may have some risks for
organisations if something went
wrong with a placement. Others
indicated that they had organised their
own share house for staff, and had
saved money in the process.
One person suggested that the role
for NACLC may be to ‘provide a way
for people who want to share a house
to link up.’ Another felt that spending
time developing sponsorship
opportunities was a better way to
keep costs down.

It’s a great idea.
Great opportunity for those who
are interested. May help many
RRR areas…
Would sooner eat a box of hair,
happy for others to do if they
want.
Personally not interested…But I
can appreciate these
arrangements may be really
useful for some delegates.
Introduces a whole range of other
complications…isn’t worth it.
OMG what a horrid idea. No. Just
no.
Conference delegates

Food

Conference delegates were asked about the most important aspects of food to
support a good conference experience. Many highlighted the need to cater to
dietary requirements – vegetarian, vegan, gluten free, allergies, food
intolerances, religious dietary requirements, and some suggested vegetarian
catering as the default, with meat as an option.
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The most frequent responses
included:
–
–
–
–
–
–
–

–
–

Quick and easy
Quality and quantity
Variety and options
Tasty but not fancy
Fresh and healthy – fruit, yogurt;
not too much bread or fried food
Organic food
Having an ethical supply chain;
supporting social enterprises;
reducing food waste and donating
excess food
Good coffee
Good signage with the food

I would suggest that as a sector
with a commitment to compassion
and social justice, all food is vegan
for environmental and animal
welfare reasons.
Healthy options need to be
supported.
Tasty, wholesome food is a must,
easy to eat and not too messy.
I think the food has been fine at all
conferences I’ve attended. The
only issue is a lack of seating…
Conference delegates

Most delegates were satisfied with the food at the Canberra Convention
Centre, but a number commented that the morning and afternoon teas were
too sweet, and in particular wanted (more) fresh fruit.
At least 10% of respondents did not have a strong opinion on food, or reported
they were ‘happy with anything’ and satisfied with the food at the current and
past conferences and approximately 25% of comments included a strong view
on aspects such as the need for vegetarian or vegan food, reducing wastage
and/or the need for an ethical supply chain.
5.2.3 Social and advocacy events
Stakeholders were provided with an open-ended question about the social and advocacy events,
asking whether the balance and costs were ‘about right’, whether a social program is needed and
whether there was a need for radical change.
There is strong support for inclusion of a social program in the conference - most
delegate and Board and Advisory Council comments about social events (79%) were positive and
focussed on the importance of the dinner as a social event. Even respondents who felt the dinner
was a bit expensive or old-fashioned also believed it played an important role for the social side of
the conference. As one respondent commented ‘The dinner is always well-attended, so I guess
that speaks to its popularity.’ Many of the comments highlighted the dinner as a ‘beloved tradition’.
The Karaoke event also received positive comments. A small proportion of comments were critical
of the dinner stating that it was either too expensive, too loud, old-fashioned, people did not mix or
it was too difficult to mingle (noise, table seating). Some attending their first conference indicated
that it was difficult to meet people at the dinner, as people tended to stay in their groups.
Around 40% of respondents supported specific tweaks and changes, or a general openness to
change to the social events (‘Things could be changed up a little – it feels a bit like groundhog day
by the third conference.) Specific suggestions included:
–
–
–
–

an informal drinks / cocktail event and optional restaurant dinners and/or side dinners or ‘dinearounds’ at local restaurants
drinks event or dinner, but not both
having sponsorship for one/both events to reduce costs
including guest speakers or awards at the conference dinner
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–

–
–
–

a more organised social program, particularly catering for first time delegates, or delegates
attending the conference on their own – combined with strategies such as mentoring or
grouping people together
networking breakfasts
external ‘active’ and outdoor activities (local walking event, golf, sightseeing)
tweaks to the conference program (eg. early finish before dinner, later start after dinner).

Fewer people commented on the advocacy event (the candlelight vigil) held in Canberra. Most
comments were positive and thought a similar event could/should be organised at other
conferences. A few comments suggested that the event was not needed, or more notice was
needed. Some commented on the fact that it was held on a cold evening, and others that it went
too long. Others suggested that ‘more could be made of leveraging media and advocacy events’.
5.2.4 Conference as a stand-alone event or coordinated with other events
Just over half (around 55%) of all stakeholder groups felt that the conference should be a standalone event, but a sizable proportion were open to coordinating the conference with other events:
–
–

35%- 45% of stakeholders were open to coordinating the conference with other events in the
CLC sector
5%-15% were open to coordinating the conference with events or fora in other sectors.

Holding the conference on a bi-annual basis, and holding state conferences on the alternative
years was a popular suggestion. Potential external events suggested included the National Access
to Justice and Pro Bono Conference (held bi-annually) or the National ACOSS Conference.
5.2.5 Network Day
Just over one third of Board and Advisory Council members thought that Network Day should
occur alongside the conference, around one quarter thought it should not and most were ‘not
sure’. Most conference delegates (73%) thought that Network Day should occur alongside
conference and 18% of conference delegates were not sure. Around two thirds of people who did
not attend the conference (64%) thought that the Network Day should occur alongside conference,
and 25% were unsure. Just over half (52%) of respondents to the Network Survey were ‘strongly
committed to holding a Network Day to coincide with national conference and 26% were
committed but believed that changes/improvements were needed.
While support for Network Day varies across the stakeholder groups, qualifying comments about
what is required to improve or make the meetings successful were highly consistent. All
stakeholder groups reported that continuation of network day should depend on factors such as:
–
–
–
–

the Network’s activity throughout the year
having goals and a plan for the meetings
use of time
quality of the content of the network meetings.

Network Day respondents suggested improvements such as:
–

–

clarify expectations/purpose, eg: provide participants with background and overview of
network, including purpose/vision/object and expectations; more precise idea of what is
happening in each network
preparatory work with participants, eg: survey participants on key issues for sector to create
opportunities for law reform collaboration; allocating questions/answers to participants on set
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–

–

topics to enable more engaged discussion; facilitated workshop sessions designed by a
working group in advance to take people on a network journey
support for running the meeting, eg: support from NACLC to prepare/structure the meetings
for smaller networks; expert facilitation; supporting network convenors so they have the time to
do this important work
content, ideas for the meeting, eg.: involvement of key legal/experts to speak at the network
day from the host city; new information or resources available since last meeting and ways
they have been used/useful; interactive activities showcasing good practice issues throughout
the day.

Given that there are 18 nominal networks, and 13 met at the 2017 Conference and not all of these
meet (remotely) on a regular basis or have regular participation, the networks themselves can not
necessarily be considered to be the same. As one respondent observed ‘the more effective
networks do the groundwork throughout the year, and the less organised and motivated networks
are little more than an introduction and get to know you session…’ Clearly some networks are
highly valued (‘The Network Day is the only reason I attend the conference. Very valuable!’ ‘I'm
committed to the network day. It is the only time I can meet other members of the network and
discuss issues within our specialist area.’ ‘They are very important, please think about better
supporting not removing this.’). However, there are question marks about some networks, with
some observing that ‘too many people can make the network meetings unwieldy’ or that meetings
are ‘less productive than they could be when newcomers register’ ‘participants in the networks
vary too much to provide continuity’. One respondent wondered ‘Are the networks working?’
This spectrum of views and experiences limits the review’s capacity to draw a single conclusion
about the continuation of the networks, but suggests that potentially different responses may be
required. For example, active networks, and/or networks which meet some minimum criteria
should meet on a designated Network Day, with the support of NACLC, but less active networks
could potentially have shorter, more informal network sessions scheduled throughout the
conference days, or an informal network social event, as well as continuing teleconference
meetings. There may also be value in considering some of the requests for support for facilitating
the networks, but further investigation of the barriers and supports to effective functioning of the
networks may be required.

5.3 Comparisons
The following table presents a breakdown of four national conferences, as a point of comparison to
the National CLC Conference. The four conferences are:
–
–
–
–

the National ACOSS Conference
the Progress Conference
the National Access to Justice and Pro Bono Conference
the Financial Counselling Australia national conference.

The elements examined include the length and frequency of the conference, number of delegates,
pre and post conference activities, social program, venue, balance of plenary and concurrent
sessions, and the number and scheduling of sessions.
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National ACOSS
Conference 2017

Progress 2017

National Access to
Justice & Pro-bono
Conference 2017

Financial
Counselling
Australia 2017

Days

2 days

2 days

2 days

2 days

Frequency

Annual

Biennial

Biennial

Annual

Delegates

Est 300 – 400

Approx 1500

Approx 250

Approx 630

Venue

Sofitel Hotel
Melbourne

Melbourne Town
Hall

Adelaide Convention
Centre

RACV Royal Pines
Resort, Gold Coast

Pre or post
conference

No

Progress X - preconference:
workshops, courses,
sector catch ups

Welcome Reception
day before
conference

Pre and post
conference forums workshops, invited
attendance

Social events

Community Sector
Awards Dinner

Progress Party
Youth Dinner
Closing Drinks

Welcome Reception
Conference Dinner
Conference
breakfast

(Pre) Drinks event
Conference Dinner –
awards and
scholarships

Plenary
sessions

4 per day
Total of 8 plenaries

2 + 3 per day
Total of 5 plenaries

4 per day
Total of 8 plenaries

5+3
Total of 8 plenaries

Format

Keynote addresses
& four facilitated
panel discussions

Keynote addresses
Chaired sessions, 35 panel speakers

Panels presentations
& chair

Keynote addresses,
panel discussions
and chaired
sessions

International /
total plenary
speakers

Two
45 speakers

Nine
20 speakers

Four
20 speakers

Two
35 speakers

Concurrent
sessions

8 breakout sessions
(4 per day)
1 workshop & 3
panel discussions
with ‘how to’ focus
20 presenters

38 breakout
sessions
Mix of workshops,
panel discussions,
conversations
120 presenters

13 concurrent
sessions in 3
streams: pro bono,
legal aid & other.
52 presenters

8 concurrent
sessions per day.
4 sessions run on
both days
24 presenters

Scheduling of
concurrent
sessions

One block of four
sessions per day.
Scheduled after
lunch

Day 1: Three blocks
of 8 sessions (am,
pm, evening)
Day 2: Two blocks
of 8 sessions (am,
pm)

One block of threefour sessions per
day.
Day 1: after lunch
Day 2: after morning
tea

One block of four
sessions per day.
Scheduled after
lunch

Other features
of note

All plenaries are
‘facilitated,
interactive’
conversations
between the expert
panel and delegates.
Paperless
conference.
Use of live
streaming.
Opening plenary
imagines the kind of
Australia we want in
2030, closing
plenary focuses on
how we achieve it

Caucus meetings
(for interest groups
eg. ATSI, arts,
unions etc) and
launches scheduled
during lunch and tea
breaks

Three ‘Ignite’
sessions – 10
minutes
presentation by
single speaker on
key topic. Held in
the plenary room,
before/after plenary
session.

7 x ‘Spot’ talks –
TED-style, short
talks on ‘Courage’.
Speakers had
undertaken a
mentoring program
with TEDx (over
months).
Theatre piece on
lived experience
issue, followed by
policy reform
presentations.
6 word biographies
to introduce
speakers
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The range of keynote speakers at the four conferences include speakers from NGOs, think tanks,
peak bodies, foundations, advocates, activists, journalists and the public sector. The Progress
conference included speakers from the international development community, and the National
Access to Justice and Pro Bono Conference featured the majority of speakers from the legal
profession including the judiciary and magistracy, the legal assistance sector, tribunals and private
legal practice. All of these conferences included speakers from CLCs and member organisations.
The conferences also employed a range of master of ceremonies, chairs, moderators and facilitators:
ACOSS:

Use of expert facilitators to energise and focus discussions. Past facilitators include Jane
Caro, Geraldine Doogue (ABC), Anton Enus (SBS), Paul Barclay (ABC), Michael West
(Fairfax), Patricia Karvelas (ABC), Helen Vatsikopoulos (SBS), Peter Martin (The Age), Linton
Besser (ABC)

Progress:

Tracey Spicer, Master of Ceremonies
17 Co-chairs for concurrent sessions. Mostly CEOs, executive officers, national directors,
drawn from community and advocacy sectors.

Access to
Justice and
Pro Bono:

Introductions: Law Society members
Chairs of sessions drawn from legal and legal assistance sector including conference partner
members from Law Society and Pro Bono Centres as well as CLC member organisations

FCA:

Chairs and moderators, mainly drawn from FCA board and member organisations

Key points of difference between these conferences and the National CLC Conference include:
–
–
–
–

–

–
–
–

shorter program (two days versus three days)
Progress and FCA conference include pre or post conference forums and workshops, as does
the National CLC Conference with Network Day and masterclasses
two conferences (Progress and Access to Justice) are biennial events
greater focus on external speakers – the National CLC Conference had the fewest external
speakers (16) compared to the other conferences with 27, 45, 67 external speakers, and up to
130 external speakers at Progress. Progress had the greatest number of delegates
(approximately 1,500 delegates)
fewer concurrent sessions – the ACOSS National Conference and FCA Conference had eight
(8) concurrent sessions and Access to Justice had 13 concurrent sessions compared to the
National CLC Conference with 36 concurrent sessions. Progress had the highest number of
concurrent sessions (38), but the audience is almost three times that of the CLC Conference.
Focus of concurrent sessions: ACOSS – policy dialogue, Progress: capacity-building, Access
to Justice: substantive law, FCA – mix of skill development and strategic objectives
Use of external facilitators – the ACOSS Conference and Progress use professional media /
communications experts as facilitators and moderators of sessions
New/creative techniques - the ACOSS Conference and Progress are paperless conferences.
ACOSS uses live streaming. FCA program includes a theatre piece and TED talks.

Elements common to all conferences include:
–
–
–
–

Hotel / convention centre venue (Melbourne Town Hall was the venue for Progress)
Integration of social events in the conference program (sector awards presented at the ACOSS
and FCA conference dinners; keynote speaker at the Access to Justice dinner)
Conference format of plenaries plus concurrent sessions
Rotation of location across state and territory capital cities.

Three conferences catered morning tea, lunch and afternoon tea and one (Progress) was not
catered.
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5.4 Implications and findings
Two of the key points of difference between the National CLC Conference and other conferences
are the length of the program (three days versus two days) and the number and type of concurrent
sessions. While the National CLC Conference has 36 concurrent sessions, other conferences have
far fewer concurrent sessions (8 and 13). The exception is the Progress conference which has 38
concurrent sessions, but caters for up to 1,500 delegates. Nine further conferences have also
examined and these findings are reasonably consistent. Only two other conferences were found
with a three day program (National Family Law Conference and National Indigenous Justice
Conference 2017). The trend across all conferences is on strategic, dynamic, thought-provoking
and carefully curated plenaries, combined with targeted and selective concurrent sessions which
include workshops, dynamic approaches and presentations.
The implications of these differences are around where conference effort and focus and is
invested, and also investment of the conference budget and conference costs. To present 36
concurrent sessions, in blocks of six sessions, as the National CLC Conference did in 2017, has
implications for:
–
–
–
–
–

The number of abstracts to generate, manage and select from
The number of breakout rooms required
The number of presenters to coordinate and manage (around 102 for the 2017 conference)
The number of program choices available for delegates
Managing or monitoring the quality of presentations

In contrast, the balance of effort and focus of the comparative conferences, with far fewer
plenaries, is on:
–
–
–
–
–
–
–
–
–

Curation of the overarching program
Identifying, inviting and ‘locking in’ a smaller number of keynote/plenary speakers, likely to
have full schedules up to 12 months in advance
Arranging speaker panels to achieve the best interaction on the stage and the best experience
for delegates
Identifying and securing a suitable professional, experienced master of ceremonies/facilitator
Managing the conference budget, including generating sponsors and securing funds to cover
speaker fees (which may include travel fees for international speakers)
Determining conference themes, curating the program including the concurrent sessions and
developing stimulating session subjects
Profiling and promoting the conference
Use of creative and technological tools (eg. conference apps, polling, live streaming)
Audience dialogue and engagement, including engagement prior to the conference

Two-day conferences have less program time to fill, and lower costs for venue hire and conference
coordination but may incur other, different costs, such as speaker fees.
There is general agreement across CLC stakeholder groups on the need to refresh and update the
national CLC conference. There is also a high convergence between what stakeholders want, and
many of the features of external conferences. These include:
–
–
–

Focus on plenaries with external perspectives, and cross-sectoral and multidisciplinary panels
featuring stimulating national and international thought leaders
Thematic focus on future / strategic issues, calls to actions, developing solutions
Focus on providing tangible benefits to participants, eg. skills development and professional
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–
–

development, resources and practical ideas which can be implemented back at the workplace
Focus on quality rather than quantity and fewer concurrent sessions
Diversity of plenaries and session types, including interactive and workshop style sessions.

5.5 Conference Delivery: Recommended options
The following recommended options are based on stakeholder feedback and the comparative
analysis of other conferences. They are in keeping with the sector’s support to refresh the
conference, trial new approaches, enhance quality and increase relevance. The recommendations
provide broad guidance on conference delivery, but will require key strategic decisions and further
development due to the number of inter-dependent decisions (e.g. location may determine venue,
venue may determine room set up and food). Preceding decisions on the conference’s strategic
purpose, governance and decision-making structure and financial model, may also impact on the
final decisions.
The recommendations focus on raising the quality of the conference program’s content in order to
provide a stimulating and valuable program for all delegates. Reducing the length of the program to
two days is also the preferred option, in part as a strategy to assist in focusing on quality rather
than quantity.
1. It is recommended that a two-day conference program is trialled for the National CLC
Conference. A two-day conference will focus and sharpen the program, potentially reduce
costs (for organisers and delegates), including costs of time away from the workplace and is in
keeping with most comparable conferences.
2. It is recommended that an experienced media/communications person is engaged to emcee
the conference and facilitate key plenary sessions.
3. The following changes are recommended for plenary sessions:
– An increase in the number of plenary sessions
– A key focus on curating plenary sessions which address key strategic issues and questions
relevant to the CLC and compatible sectors (which will require the active involvement of the
conference organising committee)
– Involvement of speakers from the CLC/legal assistance/probono/legal sectors, as well as
key thought leaders and public commentators, including international speakers, from
beyond these sectors (eg. health, education, philanthropy, advocacy
– Include a range of plenary formats, including keynote speakers, panel discussions and
audience interaction.
4. The following changes are recommended for concurrent sessions:
– The number of concurrent sessions is significantly reduced (eg. no more than 20)
– The diversity of concurrent session formats is increased and includes a wider range of
interactive workshop-style sessions
– The call for conference papers provides clear guidance highlighting the sector’s preference
for sessions which are clearly exemplary, have transferrable lessons and contribute to
leading practice in the sector. For general projects demonstrating innovative or best
practice, delegates have a clear preference for learning about work which can be replicated
in other centres, and for presenters to explain ‘how’ the project developed and how it could
be applied elsewhere, rather than describe ‘what’ was done
– A strategy is required to ensure the quality of presentations, and in particular, the projects
showcased are ‘best practice’ or ‘innovative’.
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5. A conference poster option could be introduced to invite broader participation from CLCs and
member organisations, and encourage networking and interaction during break times.
6. Across the conference program, including the pre or post day, the concurrent sessions and
workshop offerings should include:
– External presenters, eg. trainers / facilitators running workshops, and/or speakers from
external sectors with ‘good ideas’ to share
– Options for professional development (especially CPD for lawyers) and skill development
– Sessions with a career or skill development focus for various CLC roles such as sessions for
early career lawyers, moving from lawyer to principal lawyer, women in leadership,
managers, administrative staff, communications, policy and research staff and so on
– Integrate some ‘shorter’ more dynamic approaches, including shorter session times (one
hour), six word biographies, six minute powerpoint session (‘pecha kucha’).
7. In sourcing speakers and chairs for plenary panels and/or workshops, it is recommended that
the organising committee consider staff from specialist CLCs; CLC and member organisation
staff involved in cases with high media profile and/or who have presented at external
conferences. At the same time, it is recommended that opportunities for external organisations
to ‘return the favour’ by supplying a speaker, panel member or chair for the National CLC
Conference are also explored. (See: Attachment 2 – for a list of CLC and member
organisations presenting at a sample of conferences and a list of external conferences with
CLC and member organisation presenters.)
8. Changing to a two-day conference would reduce scope for the social program to one evening.
Both the Welcome Reception and the Conference Dinner are popular events, so either option
could be retained. The decision may be influenced by the cost of the new program.
9. It is recommended that one pre or post conference day is included in the conference format.
This day should be allocated for networks to meet and for an expanded workshop program
(similar to the masterclass format). Active networks should be supported, but networks which
do not have a history of regular participation would be better allocated some more informal
time during the two days of the conference program to ‘network’ and generate interest in
participation (eg. breakfast, lunch, late afternoon, or drinks) and plan a work program and
meeting schedule.
10. The following table provides recommendations/options for change to the balance of
conference elements, with the associated rationale.

Frequency

Change for 2018

Rationale

No change:
annual event
Medium term: Review
the option of a biennial
conference after the
2018 conference

Sufficient support to maintain as annual event
There is interest in moving to a biennial event, potentially
alternating with either state / territory conferences or an
appropriate national conference (eg. Access to Justice or
ACOSS National Conference). This is option is
recommended particularly if it better meets the strategic
needs of the sector/NACLC.
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Change for 2018
Location

Choice of:
Adelaide

Brisbane

Sydney

Time of the year

No change: July to Sept

Venue

Low risk choice:
Convention centre

Accommodation

Low risk choice: Stay
with hotel
accommodation

Food

Largely dependent on
location and venue

Technological
options

Include more use of
technology, in particular
move to a paperless
conference with a
conference app

Rationale

Pros: Strategic reasons, support the sector whilst
experiencing state-level challenges
Cons: Organisations in host state may be less well
resourced to assist in conference planning
Low attendance in Adelaide was experienced by the
Access to Justice conference, and location was thought to
be a contributing factor
Pros: Vibrant sector, east coast accessibility, more
accessible for remote North Queensland centres. Has not
hosted conference for 10 years.
Cons: Few ‘cons’ - probably not as accessible as
Syd/Melb for regional / remote / WA / SA delegates.
Pros: Has not hosted conference for over 12 years
More convenient base to oversee strategic changes to
conference format: strong local networks with the sector,
universities, key organisations, on-the-ground for venue
and accommodation sourcing
Accessible east coast location – plenty of cheap flights
from all capital and regional cities
Range of venues and accommodation
Cons: Venue, accommodation costs may be high
Strongly favoured by the sector
Change of venue depends on the conference location and
access to alternative venues. Assuming changes will be
made to the conference, and anticipating a strong
attendance, maintaining a convention centre type venue is
a low risk approach.
(Carriageworks may be a suitable, non-corporate venue if
Sydney is chosen as the location)
Change of venue may be investigated for later years.
Changing to billeting or house sharing options may be
possible, but depends on the capacity of the host state to
mobilise members. Other conferences have used apps to
link hosts and guests. This may be possible, but in a year
of change, this action may be lower order of priority.
The sector’s food preferences have been well articulated,
and should inform negotiations with final provider. A venue
such as CarriageWorks is likely to provide food which
meets the preferences of the sector. Creative options
could be investigated, such as a picnic, which can be
combined as a networking option (see: TED example
https://www.bizbash.com/picnic-networking)
The sector is keen to access more opportunities through
technology, esp opportunities to provide remote access for
participants through live streaming or recording of
sessions. New tools are constantly becoming available, eg.
Crowd Mics app, turn smartphones into microphones.
https://www.bizbash.com/crowd-mic-app
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Review theme 6: Evaluation and continuous
improvement
Key issues:
The National CLC Conference collects delegate feedback after each conference. Feedback from
delegates over the past ten years is relatively consistent with the feedback received for the
conference review. Calls for change centre around a cluster of recurring themes: improving quality,
reducing the number of concurrent sessions, changing the conference format and introducing
more interactive and dynamic approaches and so on.
Most stakeholders report that their key measures of conference success are around leaving the
conference feeling inspired and taking with them some practical knowledge and/or skills, which
can be implemented on return to the workplace.

6.1 Current situation
Since 2009, NACLC has distributed an online survey for delegates’ feedback after the conference.
Around 100 or so delegates have responded to the survey, or around 20-25% of conference
delegates. The survey (in 2016) sought feedback on:
–
–
–
–
–

conference program and content: mix and range of program content, keynote speakers and
plenaries, concurrent sessions: number, topics, subjects and speakers/presentations
potential improvements to sessions and plenaries
venue, social events
registration process, call for papers, communication
conference highlight/lowlights and open-ended ‘other’ question.

6.2 What stakeholders say
Feedback from the previous conferences included many of the themes raised in the current
conference review:
–
–
–
–
–
–
–

the need to ‘shake-up’ the program, bit ‘ho-hum’, same format for many years
too many concurrent sessions and insufficient vetting for quality
too much reliance on powerpoint and lecture style presentations
limited or no opportunity for interactive sessions
lack of options for CLC occupational groups other than lawyers
missed opportunity to workshop solutions
desire to stream or film sessions or facilitate remote hook ups to engage those unable to
attend, especially those working in remote locations.

As part of the conference review, stakeholders were asked ‘When you leave a conference to return
to your workplace, in an ideal world, what is the overall impression and feeling you want to take
from the conference?’ The following quotes are representative of the responses received. The
word cloud following depicts the most frequently recurring words and phrases. ‘Being inspired’
and resourced with practical knowledge, ideas, resources and skills are the overwhelming themes:
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–

That the content delivered was relevant to my practice, and that my knowledge and skills
have been improved.

–

That it was worthwhile attending- maybe because I've learnt something I did not know, I'm
inspired by something that I've heard or people I've met, I've developed a really useful
practical skill to try out in the workplace This last one is the best*

–

Know more about what's going on elsewhere in Australia, have learned essential things I
need to know in the current climate in the sector, have learned new skills, met new people
and have ideas for collaboration, solidarity and united approach to strengthening the sector.

–

Want to feel inspired and that I have learnt new strategies and approaches. Want to be able
to walk away with ideas to implement at own workplace to improve the service you provide.

–

I want to be inspired, I want to be challenged to rethink the way that our centre does the
work and see if there are ways we can improve and do better and implement best practice.

What is the impression and feeling you want to take from the conference?
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6.3 Key issues
The post-conference survey covers the main questions typically included in a post-conference
survey. ‘Would you recommend attending this conference to a colleague?’ is one question that is
often also included.
Two key issues are currently impacting on the monitoring and evaluation of the conference. Firstly,
without a clear strategic purpose articulated for the conference, there is no clear measure by which
to assess feedback. For example, if the conference purpose is to provide as much project
information as possible, then feedback on the number of concurrent sessions could be
discounted. However, if the purpose is to provide strategic and targeted professional development,
then feedback indicating too many sessions should be taken on board.
The second issue is the lack of follow-up action on conference feedback. Feedback (positive and
critical) from the 2016 conference was referred to the Board, and has informed the parameters for
the conference review. However, the issues raised in 2016 have been raised in previous years.

6.4 Evaluation and continuous improvement: Recommended options
The issues discussed and options recommended under Strategic Review Themes 1 and 2, also
emerge in terms of evaluation and continuous improvement. Implementing change, which has a
continuous improvement orientation, requires:
–
–

a clear strategic purpose for the conference, which will provide the clarity to assess and
evaluate feedback and make continuous improvements
a strategic governance body, which is transparent and accountable, appropriately constituted
to be representative but also flexible and able to make decisions (eg. on change and
improvement) and oversee implementation of continuous improvements to the conference.

Following from the above steps, an evaluation framework can then be developed, linked to the
conference’s strategic purpose and seeking feedback from delegates in relation to achievement of
that purpose from their perspective. State and territory associations should also be consulted to
provide their feedback on the conference as key stakeholders in the outcomes of the national
conference.
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Conclusions
With approximately 190 centres and around 2,000 staff across the country, a diversity of opinion is
to be expected in the CLC sector. In terms of the National CLC Conference, positive, neutral and
negative feedback is received. Over the years, attendance has been steady at around 450 – 550
delegates. Given that delegates highly value the networking component of the conference, simply
drawing the CLC sector together in one place each year, with a program of many presentations
from the sector, will consistently provide around 60-70% of delegates with a satisfactory
experience.
However, continuing to provide delegates with the same experience year in, year out; not acting
upon the constructive feedback from the 30-40% of delegates aimed at reinvigorating the
conference and overlooking innovative and strategic approaches of ‘like’ conferences, risks the
conference falling behind in the marketplace. There is a strong bloc of stakeholders providing the
message that opportunities are being missed and that with a ‘same, same’ approach, the strategic
value of bringing the CLC sector together on an annual basis is not being fully realised nor is the
investment in the conference achieving its potential benefits for the CLC sector.
Therefore, the short to medium term challenge for NACLC is to take action, despite still having a
considerable cohort of delegates who would be satisfied if no changes were made.
The sector has clearly provided NACLC with a mandate to change, and the review has also
introduced the concept of introducing change, and the possibility that some strategies ‘may not
work’. The key message from the conference review is therefore to act upon that mandate, and
trial changes to reinvigorate and refresh the conference. In keeping with the sector’s preferences,
the changes suggested in the review are not radical but designed to improve the conference
format, focus on quality and provide delegates with tangible, practical benefits for their workplace.
Making changes to the conference will require a transparent process, a strategic decision-making
group and a strong communications strategy. As it will also involve taking risks and sometimes
making mistakes, the sector will need to be reminded of their support for trialling new approaches.
Strongly and clearly aligning changes to the conference with the NACLC strategic priorities will
ensure that conference is a key plank in an overarching coherent strategy to resource, develop and
strengthen the sector.
Whilst there will be challenges, there is significant appetite for change in the sector and
considerable goodwill and enthusiasm for introducing positive improvements.
‘Good luck, it’s impossible to make everyone happy.’
‘Viva la revolution!’
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Attachment 1

Participation in the conference review
Who participated in the review?
Surveys
Respondents

Board & Advisory
council

CLC/member

Delegates survey

16

151

Non-member
Total

Did not attend 2017
Conference

Network survey

Total

75

28

14
16

270
14

165

75

28

Number of participants in group & individual discussions at conference:

284

60

Network participation
Network

Survey

CLE & CD

Consultation
13

Disability Rights

5

Human Rights

5

LGBTIQ

Attended meeting to promote review
Consultation

Consultation

Older Persons Legal Services

3

RRR

3

Attended meeting to promote review

NACLC participation
–

Discussions at two Board meetings

Interviews with:
–
–
–
–
–
–
–

CEO
Director, Sector Sustainability
Conference Coordinator
Director, Policy and Advocacy
Office Manager
Conference Online (conference management service)
Three external conference coordinators
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Demographics
State/territory of survey respondents

WA
14%

ACT
2%
NSW
24%

Vic
30%

NT
5%

Tas SA
3% 2%

Respondents

Delegates survey

Qld
20%

Did not attend 2017
Conference

Network survey

Total

ACT

1

1

2

4

NSW

27

20

8

55

NT

5

4

3

12

Qld

26

14

4

44

SA

1

4

0

5

Tas

6

1

0

7

Vic

42

19

7

68

WA

20

7

4

31

128

70

28

226

Total
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Occupational roles of survey respondents
Roles

Delegates survey

Did not attend 2017
Conference

Total

Manager

37

27

64

Lawyer

63

26

89

Paralegal

*

*

2

Community development

6

*

7

Communications

*

*

3

Policy / research / evaluation

6

0

6

Administration / finance

9

8

17

Other

7

4

11

Total

130

69

199

Other roles = social wkr/Aboriginal Access/ support worker/advocate/coordinator/Board member
* fewer than 3 respondents
Note: Not all respondents answered this question

Previous conferences attended
# conferences attended

Delegates survey

Did not attend 2017
Conference

0

Total*

12

12

1 – 2017 is first

50

2-5

60

42

102

6-10

14

11

25

5

5

10

129

70

199

11 or more
Total

50

* Note: Not all respondents answered this question
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Attachment 2

CLC and member organisations – presented at external conferences:
–
–
–
–
–
–
–
–
–
–

Aboriginal Family Violence Prevention Legal
Service
Aboriginal Legal Rights Movement,
Asylum Seeker Resource Centre
CLC Queensland
Consumer Action Law Centre
FCLC
Financial Rights Legal Centre,
Flemington Kensington Legal Centre
Human Rights Law Centre
Justice Connect

–
–
–
–
–
–
–
–
–

Law and Advocacy Centre for Women
LawRight
NACLC
National Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander Legal Service
National Children’s and Youth Law
Centre
Public Interest Advocacy Centre
SA Welfare Rights Centre
Wesley CLS
YouthLaw

External conferences with CLC and member organisation speakers:
Access to Justice and Probono National Conference 2017
ACOSS National Conference 2017
Financial Counselling Australia National Conference 2017
Health Justice Partnerships National Conference 2017
National Human Rights Conference 2017
National Indigenous Justice Conference 2017
Philanthropy Meets Parliament Summit 2017
Progress 2017
Victorian Homelessness Conference 2017 – Talking Solutions
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