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VWhat W Mean by “Di al ogue”

The word “di al ogue” is used in many different ways. At the Public
Conversations Project, this is how we have conme to think about the
“di al ogue” that we hope to foster across differences of worl dview,
i deol ogy, and identity.

VWhat it is

It is a conversation in which participants take as their primary goal to
pursue mutual understanding. Over tinme, as participants pursue this
goal, they often decide to pursue other goals. For exanple, dial ogue
groups sonetinmes decide to becone better inforned together, or to build
consensus about ways that they can act on shared val ues while conti nuing
to have significant areas of disagreenent. Wat they decide to do

t oget her may not have been predictable before the dialogue; in fact, it
may have been unt hi nkabl e.

What it is not

It is distinct fromdebate; in fact, participants often agree to set
asi de persuasi on and debate so that they can focus on mnutual
understanding. Dialogue is also different from medi ati on, conflict
resol ution, and problem solving; however, it |ays the foundation for
constructive engagenent in those and ot her processes. At PCP we often
work with “hybrid” processes that conbi ne di al ogue and ot her types of
conversation but we strive to maintain clarity about the goals of the
conversation in particular phases of the work.

What it takes

VWi | e di al ogue can occur spontaneously, when groups are in polarized
conflict or otherw se stuck and unable to coll aborate effectively,

di al ogue is nost likely to occur when particular practices are used that
support the goals of the dial ogue. Such supports are: 1) an explicit
agreenent to pursue nutual understanding, rather than debating or
rushing into problem solving; 2) making comruni cati on agreenents that
will help participants to avoid old fruitless patterns of conversation
3) posing well-crafted questions that surface new i nfornmati on and
challenge linting “narratives”; and 4) using structures for reflecting,
speaking and listening that interrupt old, reactive patterns, and make
space for new connection and inquiry. (See the “Elenents of a Container
for Dial ogue” Handout.)

As neeting designers and facilitators, we do not engage with the
substantive i ssues being discussed; our task is to help the participants
honor their agreenents and reach their shared goals. |n support of the
partici pants “owni ng” the conversation, being prepared for it, and

ECR Conference: Collaborative Preparation as Intervention, Herzig and
Chakraverti, 5/22/08, 10:30 AM



" Public
Conversations
B | Project

buil ding capacity for future conversations, we typically engage with
themin coll aborative planning of the dial ogue.
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Fromdd to New Conversati ons:

Characteristics

D vi si ve Debate

Carefully Pl anned Di al ogue

Pur pose/ I ntention

No shared purpose with
each other; aimto w n,
persuade, belittle the
ot her

(Perhaps) a stated
intention to be civil,
little or no contextua
support for it

A sense of inevitability
about the quality of the
conversation

but

Shared purpose at |east for
t he conversation and
rel ati onshi ps

Articulation of intentions
regarding the quality of the
conversati on

A proactive preventive
approach to bl ocking the old
and supporting the new

Enoti onal Field Fear and anxiety Saf ety and cl ear expectations
“Caught up” and Choi ce and agency
di senpover ed Equal respect and opportunity
Concern about unfairness, to contribute
power i nbal ance
Rel ati onal Deneaned and defi ci ent Respect ed and appreci ated
Pat t er ns

Strategi c secrecy,
mani pul ati on

Transparent notives and
agendas

Conver sati onal
Qualities

Li stening to rebut

Li stening to understand

Qui ck, reactive Refl ection, “fresh” speaking,

pr edi ct abl e speaki ng, new | ear ni ng

little learning Questions arise from

Questions are chal |l enges curiosity and seek

Bei ng cor ner ed under st andi ng

Assertions with certainty Sharing of uncertainties

Label s, code words Being free to pass

Speaking as a Unpacki ng of mneani ngs

representative to energi ze | Speaki ng personally and

t he “base” and persuade privately to people in the

t he undeci deds. roomto be better understood
Ways of “Thin” narratives about “Thick” narratives about self

Presenting and
Per cei vi ng

sel f and ot her;
representation
st ereot ypi ng and
proj ection

Sel ective attention to
“dat a”

group

and i ncreasingly about the
other; rich personal stories;
“owni ng up”

Si de by side |earning,
br oadeni ng of perspectives

The pol ari zed system as
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“System Bl i ndness” (Barry External i zed Probl em (M chael
Gshry) Wit e)
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Fromdd to New Conversations: Core Practices

1) W |learn about the old conversations and about partici pants’ hopes for
new conversati ons.

Bef ore convening a dialogue we talk with potential participants and
others to | earn about what has and hasn’t been constructive in the past
and what hopes and purposes would notivate participants to try sonething
new.

2) W are transparent and cl ear about goals and expectations.

Partisans in chronic conflict typically have anxiety-ridden histories
that include stories of deception and “hi dden agendas.” Wth this in

m nd, we are transparent about the planning process and we ensure that
partici pants have clear and accurate ideas about what is planned and

what will be expected of them

3) W engage in collaborative planning and foster participants’ ownership
of the dial ogue.

Since people in conflict often feel victimzed and di senpowered, we
encourage participants to share responsibility for the quality of the
di scussion and to "own" the conversation as theirs. Qur support for
partici pant ownership begins in our early pre-neeting contacts with
participants as we collaborate closely with themin designing and
conveni ng neeti ngs.

4) W attend carefully to issues of trust and credibility.

In some situations we serve as both facilitators and conveners but in
many cases we partner with people or groups who are known and trusted
by the participants and willing to sponsor and hel p plan the dial ogue.
5) We seek and support alignment between the stated purpose of the
di al ogue and the intentions that participants bring to it.

Unl i ke sone conflict resolution processes in which specific individuals
nmust participate, in nost dialogue initiatives a diversity of
perspectives is inportant but no single individual nust attend.

Vol untary participation supports participant ownership and conm tnent.
6) We ask participants to nmake conmmuni cati on agreenents.

W propose a set of group agreements that prevent falling into
unconstructive patterns of relating. Participants typically consider our
proposal s before coning to the neeting so their input can be accommvbdat ed
before the neeting. W attend carefully to issues of confidentiality.

7) W use structure to pronote reflection, thoughtful speaking, and
careful Iistening.

In the crucial early phases of a neeting, and to a | esser extent in later
phases, we use neeting designs that block old reactive, fast-paced
patterns of relating and foster reflection and |istening

8) Wt carefully craft opening questions for the dial ogue.

We assune that spokespersons for various perspectives hold nore conpl ex
views than their sl ogans suggest. The opening questions that we pose in
di al ogue sessions are designed to surface new information that chall enge
rigid ideas about partisan’'s beliefs and notives. They often encourage
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people to reveal the conplexity of their views and to share stories of
life experiences that are sonmehow connected to the views they hold.

9) W facilitate in a manner that is responsive to participants’ emerging
needs and interests.

Qur commitnents to collaboration and transparency are evident in the
way we facilitate. W engage participants in the ongoing pl anni ng
process as they nove from enhanced understandi ng and new rel ati onshi ps
to the whatever steps that energize themand serve their newy
recogni zed or previously unattainable shared goals, e.g., for
consensus building, collaboration and joint projects.
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PHASE SoVE KEY QUESTI ONS
Expl ore the e |s PCP's general approach well suited to the goals
Proposed of the conveners and potential participants or are

Initiative and
Deci de Whet her
to Move Forward

ot her types of processes nore appropriate?

e Do we, or others, have concerns about tineline,
resources, notivation, or “ripeness”?

Map the
Si tuation

e How have potential participants and others
experienced conversations about the issues and how
to they understand the “stuck places” or barriers
to collaboration or conflict resolution?

e \What assets, resources, or sources of hope will be
i mportant for us to know about and support?

e WWhat should we famliarize ourselves with in terns
of technical issues, nuances of |anguage, rel ated
initiatives?

e VWhat do they hope will
di al ogue?

e \What concerns do they have?

e \WWhat ideas do they have about what shoul d be
p!l anned, who should be involved in planning or
conveni ng, ways to build trust, who should be
invited and how, special outreach initiatives,
etc.?

be achi eved through the

Wor k

Col | aboratively
to Develop a

Pr ovi si onal

e VWat roles will be played by whon?

e VWhat should be offered? Wth what stated purpose?
When and where? For exanple: Should it be a

single session, a series of sessions, a full day,

Pl an or a 2-day retreat?
e \WWhat should the group size and conposition be?
Invite What needs to be comunicated to participants

Participants

about the purposes of the dial ogue, what they can
expect, and what will be asked of them etc. so
they will be prepared, notivated, reasonably
trusting of the process, and clear about what the
event is, and is not?

Engage with
Confi rmed
Participants

e How have they experienced the conflict and what
are their hopes, concerns or questions about the
nmeeti ng?

e Do they have feedback about the proposed
communi cati on agreenents, ideas about questions
they’d like to be asked or to ask others, or other
i deas?

Finalize the
Meeti ng Design
and Facilitate

e \What structures,
agreenents will
achieving their

guesti ons, and communi cati on
support the participants in
pur poses, avoiding what they hope
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t he Meeting to avoid, and “neeting each other anew'?

e VWhat woul d be hel pful to convey to the group (and
how) about the hopes, concerns, and thoughts
they’ ve shared (w thout attribution).

Elicit Feedback | « What can we | earn about the participants’

and Achi eve experiences that will help us to inprove our
Closure or Plan practice and/or better serve themin a next phase?
Next Steps e Wiat next steps, if any, should be taken, e.g.,

pl ans for future events or comuni cations?
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Elements of a Container for Dialogue

SHARED PURPOSE
Pi P2 Ps

A

QUESTIONS

PARTICIPANT
INTENTIONS
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