
Public Dialogue as a Way of Dealing with 

Complex Social Problems and Societal Conflicts  
A Brief Introduction to SALAR’s approach 

Introduction 
This paper aims to introduce the reader to the methods developed by the Swedish 

Association of Local Authorities and Regions (SALAR) for dealing with complex social 

problems and with societal tension, resistance and conflict. Much of the work done in this 

regard originates from a network within SALAR focused on complex social problems. The 

network consists of a team of organizers, practitioners, researchers and participating local 

authorities.  

 

During the past 5 years we have searched for ways of working constructively with both 

complex social problems and societal conflicts. Dialogue is the tool we use. We have made 

many mistakes and have learned a great deal from these. We have also learned from 

successful interventions. Much of this learning has been shared in the form of network 

meetings, papers, conferences and training of facilitators and designers of dialogue 

processes. 

 

The problems and conflicts we have tried to deal with include the integration of marginalised 

groups and refugees and the resistance to this integration, safety, the closure of schools in 

rural areas, controversial urban developments and tension between groups within society. 

We have worked with politicians and with civil servants in this regards, realising the 

importance that organisations need to be fully supportive of a process that often requires 

new ways of thinking and working – processes that invariably challenge the status quo.  

 

The paper is divided into five sections or modules. In the first module we try to provide a 

background to our work and explain our understanding of conflict. In the second module we 

explain some of the key concepts that we use in our work. In the third module we introduce 

the guiding principles and approach that we believe are necessary to design and facilitate 

public dialogue. In the fourth module we explain the model we have developed. In the final 

module introduce some of the skills or tools that we use and that we teach to those wishing to 

learn how to design and facilitate dialogue using the SALAR model.  

 

This paper has been commissioned by SALAR International as a contribution to the work done 

by local authorities in Columbia. We recognise that the problems faced there are not the 

same as those faced in Sweden. At the same time, we believe that the problems in both 

countries are complex and that the conflicts associated with these problems have some 

shared characteristics. We do wish to claim that the approach described in this paper will 

solve Columbia’s problems. Our only hope is to share our experience and by so doing inspire 

Columbians to develop new ways of dealing with local problems and conflicts. The authors 

are practitioners and not academics. We have been inspired by many ideas and we have 

tried to adjust our practice by learning from our failures and successes. We continue to learn 

and to develop our practice. We trust that the reader will bear this in mind when reading the 

pages that follow.  
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Module 1: Societal change, complex problems and 

conflict 

 

Societal change 
In order to understand complexity and in order to make strategic choices as designers and 

facilitators of dialogue, we need to understand the changes that are occurring in society. We 

are experiencing a transition from a social order where organisations are organised 

hierarchically and where thinking is linear and logical to a new order where the network is the 

dominant organisational form and where thinking is divergent and interconnected. 

 

In our attempts to understand this transition in society we have been inspired by leading 

academics and practitioners from different fields1. They all recognise that society is evolving – 

as it has done over thousands of years. Right now we experience two realities, two 

paradigms: the one we are leaving and the one that we are entering into. Both are present 

at the same time, which requires of us to constantly relate to two different organisational and 

thought systems. 

 

 
Figure 1 

 

We shall attempt to explain this transition with the help of a simplified model and from our 

European (or more specifically Swedish) perspective. It may translate differently to context in 

other parts of the world, but we believe the transition to be universal.  

 

The Industrial Era 

 

With the peace of Westphalia in 1648 there occurred an important change in political power 

relations: the sovereignty of the nation state was established. For the ensuing three centuries 

this meant that the nation state was sovereign. Smaller powerful groups were now subjected 

to the authority of national rulers. This period is characterised by hierarchical organisational 

structures and dominated by linear logical thinking. We see today that many of our public 

institutions are still organised hierarchically and that the predominant mode of thinking is 

linear and logical – a well ordered planning culture relying strongly on the knowledge of 

experts. In Sweden this period is characterised by a strong social contract: the public trusts 

that authorities are competent and have their best interests at heart. We refer to this period 

as the industrial, or in some cases as the Westphalian era2.  

 

                                                      
1 Hans Abrahamsson, The Great Transformation of our Time, Towards just and sustainable Scandinavian cities, Mistra 

Urban Futures, www.mistraurbanfutures.org , Michelle Holliday from Cambium Consulting, 

www.cambiumconsulting.com ,   Great Transition, The Promise and Lure of Times Ahead,  Paul Raskin et.al., 

Stockholm Environmental Institute, 2002.  
2 Abrahamsson, The Great Transformation of Our Time 

http://www.cambiumconsulting.com/
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During this era decision-makers rely heavily on planning and expert knowledge. Experts inform 

those who construct plans for organisations and for society. Decision-makers confirm plans 

and execute them with clear authority – from the top down so to speak.  

 

Public dialogue during this era is typically hierarchically conceived and organised. Decision-

makers magnanimously open up and invite the public to contribute their thoughts, ideas and 

wishes. These are considered and decisions are made. The input from the public is taken into 

consideration in these decisions to a greater or lesser degree. Sometimes they are ignored 

completely, resulting in the diminishing of trust for these processes and for the decision-

makers themselves. At their best, public dialogue meetings (generally large scale events) are 

well organised and facilitated. People are able to contribute freely to questions posed and 

the results are recorded and communicated clearly. At their worst these events are simply the 

pretence of listening and could be regarded as a form of manipulation.  

 

The Network Era 

In today’s society power no longer emanates clearly from the nation state. New powerful 

actors have entered the world stage. The World Trade Organisation, European Union, 

transnational corporations, networks of cities, criminal networks, drug lords and terror 

organisations are examples of new powerful players that often are more powerful than 

government. We also see that cities and regions have power to choose directions that differ 

from that of the state. At the time of writing this we see how states and cities in the USA have 

declared to follow the Paris Climate Agreement (and cooperate with other governments) 

despite the central administration’s decision to leave the accord3.  

 

We also notice that citizens no longer satisfy themselves with being placid followers even in 

established democracies. We see in Europe how the citizens more and more demand 

influence in decisions made between elections. They are no longer satisfied with the 

representative democratic system where politicians are elected every four to six years. In 

quasi-democracies and totalitarian governments this rising consciousness is often quashed 

violently. 

 

The new epoch – which we refer to here as the Network Era – is also characterised by a 

different way of organising and a different mindset or way of thinking. Planning seems to run 

into difficulties when conditions suddenly change – as they are prone to do in this era. Experts 

are questioned and in many cases accused of being out of touch. Supported by the Internet 

where knowledge is freely available and multiple connections to other people are easily 

attained, people begin to think and act differently. It matters less what you know and more 

how easily you can activate a network where knowledge is vast and diverse. 

 

What public dialogue means in this era is an open question. We can say that there is a 

constant dialogue occurring in society, now facilitated by the Internet and social media. 

Authorities try to tap into this dialogue and even attempt to control it. But it cannot be 

contained or controlled. Authorities no longer possess the initiative. We believe that their role 

needs to be to enable public dialogue rather than to attempt to control it. We shall explore 

this idea in the following sections.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                      
3 On 1 June 2017 the New York Times reported that 30 cities, three states and more than 100 

businesses decide form a coalition against Donald Trump’s decision to withdraw from the 

Paris Climate Accord. This occurred on the same day as the announcement was made. 

(https://www.nytimes.com/2017/06/01/climate/american-cities-climate-standards.html). California even 

announced that it would work with China to ensure that the accord was followed. 

https://www.nytimes.com/2017/06/01/climate/american-cities-climate-standards.html
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The Transit ion 

 
Figure 2 

 

We now find ourselves in the transition between these two eras. Both exist simultaneously as is 

illustrated by the figure above. 

 

What this implies and many of the politicians and officials we work with will confirm, is that we 

at times experience the organisational form and mindset of the industrial era and then need 

to adjust to the organisational form and mindset of the network era and back again. Our 

public institutions are organised hierarchically and the thinking is linear and logical, relying 

heavily on planning and on experts. As soon as we move into civil society we experience a 

different reality: networking is the organisational form and people think and act in a different 

way. This movement from one to the other is illustrated by the green infinity symbol in the 

diagram. It represents the challenge many of us face today and certainly will be faced by 

any designer of public dialogue and facilitator: to constantly move between two worlds and 

remain sane.  

 

As we mentioned before, this is a simplified model. The reality is more complex. We see 

hierarchy in networks and we find networks inside of the hierarchical structures. For simplicity’s 

sake we have kept these apart in the model above. The point that we want to make is that 

the challenge we face today is that of moving between these two modes of thinking, 

organising and understanding power. Without this understanding there is a risk that we 

become stuck in a pattern that limits our ability to create the space that is needed for 

dialogue. We risk alienating one group at the expense of another. The implications of this 

understanding will become clear as we explore the meaning of complexity and the need for 

a new way of approaching public dialogue in the difficult decisions that face our local and 

central governments.  

 

Questions for reflection 

1. How do you notice the different epochs in your present situation?  

This might manifest as power structures, organisational form, mindset or mode of 

problem solving.  

2. Are you more inclined to operate with the industrial era mindset or with a network era 

mindset?  

3. Do you notice an adversity or resistance to any of these eras in yourself and in others 

you work with or meet? 

 

Complex societal problems 
We need to understand when an issue or problem is complex in order to deal with it a proper 

way. We shall attempt to describe these problems and then consider how we need to deal 

with them. 
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We often try to explain complexity by contrasting simple issues or problems with complex 

ones. Simple problems are those that can be solved by using expertise and logical, linear 

thinking. An example is a machine that has broken down. With the use of logical thinking and 

some knowledge – either your own or from a manual – you can locate the problem and 

repair it. The machine should function again. Baking a cake is another such problem. With a 

good recipe, adequate equipment and right ingredients you can bake a tasty cake for a 

family birthday. Complicated problems are also considered simple as they can also be 

solved by the use of logical thinking and expertise. The difference is that they are often 

composed of many processes that require the knowledge of real experts. Take for example 

the landing of a robot on Mars. There are many difficult calculations to be made and 

equipment to be constructed, but given the right expertise, these problems can be solved 

with a reasonable degree of certainty.  

 

In the public sector examples of these kinds of problems are the building of infrastructure, 

organising transport, scheduling events, providing services and so on. We have experts who 

help us with the planning and execution of these tasks.  

 

Complex problems differ from simple ones in a number of ways. First of all, they cannot be 

solved linearly and logically. These problems are dynamic: they change continuously and in 

unforeseeable ways. A small change in one part of a system triggers changes in the rest of 

the system. Experts may be called in but are inadequate. Handbooks for resolving these 

problems do not offer much help. An example we often use is that of relations in high school 

class or raising a child. No handbook can truly help you to understand the complexity of this 

kind of system and to resolve problems that arise in a consistent way.  

 

Wicked Problems is a term coined by Horst Rittel och Melvin Weber from the University of 

California during the 1970s. Whether wicked problems can be equated to what we term 

complex problems remains an open question. We have however been greatly helped by the 

definition of wicked problems in understanding how complex problems can be identified and 

how they behave. The key criteria of these problems can are summarised as follows by John 

Camillus4: 

 

1. There is no definitive formulation of a wicked problem. It’s not possible to write a well-

defined statement of the problem, as can be done with an ordinary problem.  

2. Wicked problems have no stopping rule. You can tell when you’ve reached a solution with 

an ordinary problem. With a wicked problem, the search for solutions never stops.  

3. Solutions to wicked problems are not true or false, but good or bad. Ordinary problems 

have solutions that can be objectively evaluated as right or wrong. Choosing a solution to a 

wicked problem is largely a matter of judgment.  

4. There is no immediate and no ultimate test of a solution to a wicked problem. It’s possible 

to determine right away if a solution to an ordinary problem is working. But solutions to wicked 

problems generate unexpected consequences over time, making it difficult to measure their 

effectiveness.  

5. Every solution to a wicked problem is a “one-shot” operation; because there is no 

opportunity to learn by trial and error, every attempt counts significantly. Solutions to ordinary 

problems can be easily tried and abandoned. With wicked problems, every implemented 

solution has consequences that cannot be undone.  

6. Wicked problems do not have an exhaustively describable set of potential solutions, nor is 

there a well-described set of permissible operations that may be incorporated into the plan. 

Ordinary problems come with a limited set of potential solutions, by contrast.  

7. Every wicked problem is essentially unique. An ordinary problem belongs to a class of 

similar problems that are all solved in the same way. A wicked problem is substantially without 

precedent; experience does not help you address it.  

                                                      
4 John C. Camillus. Harvard Business Review, May 2008. https://hbr.org/2008/05/strategy-as-a-wicked-problem  

https://hbr.org/2008/05/strategy-as-a-wicked-problem
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8. Every wicked problem can be considered to be a symptom of another problem. While an 

ordinary problem is self-contained, a wicked problem is entwined with other problems. 

However, those problems don’t have one root cause.  

9. The existence of a discrepancy representing a wicked problem can be explained in 

numerous ways. A wicked problem involves many stakeholders, who all will have different 

ideas about what the problem really is and what its causes are.  

10. The planner has no right to be wrong. Problem solvers dealing with a wicked issue are held 

liable for the consequences of any actions they take, because those actions will have such a 

large impact and are hard to justify. 

 

In the public sector examples complex problems are crime, poverty, immigration and 

integration, school-related problems, controversial urban developments and many more. 

Some are more serious than others but have in common that they cannot be resolved using 

planning and expertise only. They have an uncanny way of resurfacing and often becoming 

worse 

 

These ways of describing a complex problem are helpful to some degree. In addition we 

have noticed another property that is often present and perhaps more symptomatic of social 

and societal complexity: the existence of a secondary, hidden process that affects the 

problem but is not clearly visible. We see the primary process in any problem as that which is 

visible, that of which we are all conscious. We rely on this data when we determine ways of 

dealing with the problem. But there is a secondary process that we are not aware of that 

seems to affect the process in ways that we neither understand nor can predict. This is often 

clearly present in a group that is experiencing problems. We can observe a group having a 

conversation and hear what is being said. We can even observe body language and group 

members’ tone of voice. This is the group’s primary process. We are all aware of this part of 

the process. There are however aspects of the group’s process that we cannot observe 

directly. These are the conversations that happen outside of the group, the unspoken rules 

within the group, the inner conversations happening within individuals, and many other things 

that the group is not directly aware of. They are outside of the group’s direct awareness. It 

may be that the group senses something or even knows that it is there, but it is not allowed to 

surface in the conversation. This is the group’s secondary process. The existence of a 

secondary process that affects the primary process in a significant way is an indication of 

tension, resistance or conflict being present.  

 

For us it is important to recognise when a problem is complex because it indicates to us that it 

needs to be handled in a different way than simple (including complicated) problems. A 

different approach is needed and different methods need to be used when the problem is 

complex. When conflict exists or is in the process of developing, additional skills and 

understanding are required. Here is a diagram that explains the different kinds of problems 

that we encounter in society. 

 

 
Figure 3 
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The ways in which we approach and deal with problems on the right side of our diagram are 

the subject matter of the following pages. But before we get there, we need to consider the 

matter of conflict.  

Conflict 
Complex problems are often, but not always, surrounded by conflict. The conflict may be 

present and highly tangible, but it may also be in background or not particularly serious. It 

may also arise in the process of dealing with the problem. It is important for us to understand 

the dynamics of conflict in order to be well prepared and, again, to use an approach and 

methods that are able to deal with these conflicts constructively. It is the case with both 

complex problems and conflicts that a poorly conceived and poorly prepared dialogue will 

worsen the problem.  

 

How conflicts arise and develop 

Much is written about different types of conflict – for example conflicts involving differences in 

fact, conflicts of interests and value conflicts. I do not intend delving into these distinctions 

here, but rather wish to focus on marginalisation as a significant cause of tension, resistance 

and conflict.  

 

Conflicts often arise because a significant voice or perspective is marginalised or disavowed. 

This marginalisation occurs consciously or unconsciously. When a voice is not heard, ignored 

or censored by a group, it often results in the rise of tension. The voice does not disappear. 

Often it gathers strength and finds ways to make itself heard. This occurs subtly at first and in 

time the voice becomes louder and the resistance stronger. This process can occur quickly 

resulting in a swift escalation of conflict, or it can take a longer time, sometimes many years.  

 

It is important for us to understand how conflicts develop and recognise the signs along this 

path of escalation. We may notice conflict first as a build up of tension, then as resistance 

and finally as a full-blown and destructive struggle. Should we manage to change the 

dynamics of marginalisation, we stand a chance of reversing this development. The 

escalation of conflict can be broken down into recognisable signs. These are described in the 

illustrations below. Figure 4 shows three phases while figure 5 shows recognisable events along 

the way. These may not exactly fit all situations, but are an indication of what occurs when 

marginalisation continues and a conflict becomes more and more serious.   

 

 

 
Figure 4 
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Figure 5 

 

Here are the signs that one might notice as conflict escalates:  

• Jokes arise – often sarcastic jokes or jokes at somebody’s expense 

Jokes can be seen as a lighter way of speaking truth to power  

• Excuses occur – usually excuses for inaction or lack of activity  

People don’t turn up for meetings, agreements are kept, tasks forgotten 

• People gossip. This may be chatter in the corridors, on the street corner or on 

Facebook and other social media.  

Gossip indicates that other conversations are happening – the secondary process! 

• Alliances are formed. People group together with others who think like them.  

This indicates that the gossip is reaching another level and becoming more organised. 

• Lobbying is where groups or individuals try to bypass the system and try to influence 

decision-makers directly and often discretely.  

Lobbying often occurs through people who have influence with decision-makers. In its 

extreme form this may involve threats and even corruption 

• Communication becomes more formal. Instead of direct communication, a mail, 

message or letter is sent. The language often becomes more formal too. 

We have clearly entered a new phase. More formal communication indicates shifts in 

relationships and shifts in power or attempts to use communication as a tool.  

• Communication becomes indirect – there is no longer a channel directly between 

parties. They rely on others to convey their messages.  

This resembles lobbying but is more confrontational. Messages are conveyed and 

attacks launched in the media or through third parties. Openness diminishes and 

often also clarity.  

• Communication ceases. There is no longer any communication between parties. They 

turn their backs on one another so to speak. 

Silence is a very powerful weapon in conflict. It indicates that a line has been passed 

and also that the possibilities of resolution become more remote. 

• Go-slow is a form of protest. It is an attempt to disrupt and is often used in conflicts 

between employers and workers.  

Go slow is the more active form of the excuses seen in the tension phase. It is aimed 

at provoking and even at sabotaging. It indicates a new phase in the conflict. 

• Threats are a way of intimidating the opponent who is now often seen as “the 

enemy”. These can be mild threats of action that will occur or threats of violence.  

We have entered the realm of conflict where the lines between “us” and “them” are 

clearly drawn.  

• Protests indicate decisive action. These can be relatively peaceful in themselves but 

they are meant to provoke a reaction and often do. In many countries protests are 
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met with violence or develop into violent confrontations with authorities.  

The conflict is now clearly visible for all to see. It can no longer be ignored and action 

must be taken to deal with it. This action can be constructive and de-escalate the 

conflict or it can be destructive and drive it towards the next and final level. 

• Violence and war or separation. These last actions belong together and indicate the 

conflict has become destructive.  

In both cases the relationship is sacrificed. The consequences of violence and war are 

the destruction or harm of the other even at the expense of oneself. Separation is an 

act of finality that leaves no room for further attempts at resolving an issue.  

 

To understand this development towards conflict is very important when designing a public 

dialogue process. It allows us to design processes suited to the handling of conflicts and to 

use facilitators with experience of dialogues where tension, resistance and conflicts are 

present.  

 

Questions for reflection 

1. Do you recognise the signs of conflict development in your work?  

You might see signs at your workplace, family or in in society. 

2. Do you recognise any of these signs in your own behaviour?  

You might be experiencing tension, resistance or conflict yourself 

3. Have you been involved in situations where you have seen a movement towards the 

right or left on the scale? What was it that caused this movement?  

 

 

A constructive view of conflict  development 

Conflicts need not be negative or destructive. We view conflict as a signal that a particular 

system needs, or wishes, to change. It constitutes energy and just as fire can destroy and 

injure, it can also warm homes, drive machines and light up the surroundings. A fire can be 

contained and dealt with more easily than when a fire has become an inferno. The same is 

true for conflict.  

 

Viewing conflict as potentially dangerous and destructive we may take steps to suppress it 

when designing or facilitating dialogue. Suppressing conflict (and even tension or resistance) 

risks increasing the pressure and making it worse. It can be likened to placing a lid on a 

pressure cooker: we know that both the heat and the pressure increase.  

 

If, on the other hand, we view conflict as constructive – even a necessity for growth and 

development – we change the dynamics of our intervention. In the first place we can release 

pressure. We can create a safe environment for the conflict to become visible and dealt with 

constructively. We can create trust amongst those involved in the process. And most 

importantly, we will begin to see the opportunities and act on these rather than reacting to 

the threats. 

 

Conflict and public dialogue 

The existence of tension, resistance and conflict indicate to the designer of a dialogue 

process that work may need to be done in advance – before we open up for co-creative 

dialogue with many different stakeholders. If this is not done, there is a risk that destructive 

conflicts can spill over and negatively impact on a process aimed at creating collaboration. 

Here are three variations: 

• Conflict exists between some of the stakeholders. The conflict-resolving work that 

needs to precede a co-creative process consists of facilitated or mediated 

conversations between stakeholders between whom tension exists and where there is 

risk for further escalation. 

• If the actual conflict is the problem and then we need to deal with it from the start 

and in a way that may differ from the co-creative dialogue used in complex problems 

where conflict is less apparent or absent. 
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• If tension, resistance or conflict arises during a process, we need to be aware of the 

dynamics and deal with them before it becomes too destructive. There are facilitators 

that are able to deal with large-group processes and full-blown conflicts 

simultaneously, but this level of expertise is rare.  

 

Co-creative dialogue is a way of dealing with tension and resistance before it becomes a full-

blown conflict. The reason for this is that inclusion counters marginalisation. If the dialogue is 

inclusive of all relevant perspectives – if none is actively excluded, tension will recede, 

resistance will lessen and conflict will de-escalate. According to the transformative view of 

conflict, the quality of the interaction will enable creative engagement and empowerment. 

According to Deep Democracy there will occur flow or fluidity that will enable a system to 

function more effectively and become more sustainable. These in now way contradict each 

other and are rather two ways of describing the same mechanism.  

 

As we will describe below, although the approach for dealing with a conflict may be similar 

to that of dealing with a complex problem, one needs to adjust aspects of the process when 

a problem is complex and conflict is present at the same time. The approach, methods and 

skills required for dealing with a conflict make it necessary to adjust both design and 

facilitation of dialogue.  

 

In the following module we briefly explain some key concepts and in module 3 we consider 

the principles that we have found to be most beneficial in dealing with complex and 

conflicted processes. 

 

Task 

Use this list on page 7 and 8 to determine the presence and seriousness of tension, resistance 

and conflict in a situation you are working with or that you are familiar with.  
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Module 2: Some essential concepts 

The task of the local authority 
When working with local authorities we often notice that they primarily focus on their task as a 

provider of services to the public. With the rise of New Public Management we notice how 

the public are increasingly referred to as clients or users. Local authorities do their utmost to 

create “customer satisfaction”.  

 

While the provision of services is important, we need to keep in mind that there is another 

important task that cannot be neglected namely the task of promoting democracy. This 

implies allowing the public to guide and influence policy and not only services. There is for 

example a great difference between being able to influence the availability of quality health 

care for all and catering for the satisfaction of users of health care.  

 

This may be a typically Swedish view of the role and responsibility of the local authority but 

we assume that the same issues arise even in other countries around the world. For us it is 

important to remind local authorities that they have a responsibility to include the public in 

policy decisions and not only in respect of the quality of services delivered. 

Perspectives  
We use the term perspective throughout our processes to signify a point of view, a voice, an 

opinion, an idea, the position of a particular group or a formal role. All perspectives help us to 

gain a better understanding of the problem. All perspectives ought to be represented in the 

dialogue process and the resolution of the problem.  

 

This is a departure from only working with formal representatives of organisations or groups. 

There may be several, even opposing perspectives in the same group. Several groups may 

share the same perspective. Our aim is to make sure that we do not miss a particular voice or 

perspective at any point in the process.  

Power and influence in decision-making 
Decisions are made in more or less authoritative ways. Decision-makers involve stakeholders 

(those affected by the decision) to a greater or lesser extent. We have combined these 

variables in a quadrant with four squares. On the vertical axis we have the spectrum from 

total control over the decision-making process at the bottom to total inclusion of stakeholders 

at the top. On the horizontal axis we see the decision-maker not meeting or speaking to 

stakeholders at all (great distance or arrogance) on the left and a closeness intimacy on the 

right.  

 



 12 

 
Figure 6 

 

We do not wish to judge or evaluate the correctness of one or the other aspect of the 

quadrant. Sometimes decisions need to be made autocratically – for example in times of 

crisis. Sometimes we need to simply consult. Hopefully we do not choose to manipulate. What 

we are clear about however is that complex problems and societal conflicts are best 

handled by co-creation.  

Different forms of conversation and dialogue 
In order to clarify what we mean by dialogue, we distinguish between different forms of 

conversation. We are inspired by both William Isaacs5 and Myrna Lewis6 in formulating this 

model.  

 

 
Figure 7 

 

• Information is of vital importance to enable people to participate in public dialogue 

processes. Information meetings often include large groups of people or the 

distribution of written material. The communication is one-sided. Information flows 

                                                      
5 William Isaacs, Dialogue: The art of Thinking Together, 1999. 
6 Myrna Lewis has contributed to the understanding of a deeper form of dialogu in her courses in Deep Democracy 

and her ensuing mentoring role. 
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from the communicator to those who receive the communication. It is not dialogue, 

but can be seen as an essential ingredient in dialogue processes 

• Consultation is the process of gathering information and knowledge. Authorities 

typically hold meetings where they ask the public for their input. They use this input to 

inform their decisions. These meetings can be facilitated in very creative ways using a 

variety of methods such as dialogue café, open space and many more. The flow 

however is still only in one direction, from the public to the local authority. Although 

dialogue can occur during these meetings, it does not necessarily do so 

automatically.  

• Discussion and debate are often used in political processes in order to achieve clarity. 

The aim of a discussion is to convince the other that one’s point of view is correct, 

valid or better than his or hers. Debate can be seen as a battle of words. We even 

designate “a winner” after some political debates and participants often think in 

terms of “scoring points”. In both debates and discussions one takes a clear position 

and argues from that position.  

• Thinking together occurs when participants are prepared to let go of their position 

and open themselves to the point of view of the other. There is openness and a 

willingness to learn. The aim of this form of dialogue is mutual understanding, learning 

and exploration of issues.  

• Deep dialogue differs from thinking together. It recognises that there are issues that 

are not present when we simply reason intellectually with each other. Feelings 

influence the conversation and need to be part of the conversation. Issues belonging 

to the secondary process (or the unconscious) in a group also influence the way 

people speak to each other and react to each other7. If this is not done, if these issues 

are marginalised, they will affect the tone, content and outcome of the conversation.  

 

Designers and facilitators of dialogue 
We distinguish in this paper between designers of dialogue and facilitators. The same person 

can conduct the tasks of design and facilitation, but we have found it helpful to make the 

distinction for the sake of clarity. Design is the art of making process choices: who is to 

participate, which methods to use, the size of groups and so on. We recommend that these 

choices are shared with participants whenever possible. Facilitation on the other hand 

concerns the art of enabling a conversation. We here recommend that the facilitator does 

not participate in the conversation and that she or he remains neutral. While it is possible to 

facilitate a conversation as a participant, it requires great skill to move between neutrality 

and active participation.  

 

In the following module we explain the approach and principles that guide both designers of 

dialogue and facilitators when dealing with complex social problems and conflicts.  

 

 

  

                                                      
7 The secondary process i explained briefly on page 5.  
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Module 3: Approach and Principles for Public Dialogue 
 

Our basic approach  
We have learned that in order to effectively deal with complex social problems and societal 

conflicts, we need to be clear about our basic approach. These inform our principles and 

determine the way in which se choose and use the tools available to us. We formulate them 

as a set of six “meta-skills” for facilitators and process designers.  

 

1. Impartiality and Neutrality 

Impartiality implies an attitude of not taking sides or trying to steer the process in a certain 

direction. We are clear that a process designers and facilitators need to ensure that they do 

not, consciously or unconsciously, influence the process or the participants to achieve an 

outcome that they themselves wish to achieve.  

 

An example may illustrate this important meta-skill: A dialogue team realises that there is a 

group of citizens that propagates a view that is in conflict with the view of the local authority. 

Let us say they are opposed to women (or people from a particular ethnic group) 

participating in a project. A partial process designer will try to exclude their influence and 

design a process where their view is not allowed or minimised. A facilitator may choose to 

limit their participation and ensure that they are not given much space in the conversation. 

An impartial process designer on the other hand will design a process that allows them to 

express their view clearly even though she or he disagrees with them (as a private person). An 

impartial facilitator will not limit or censor their participation.   

 

Neutrality implies an inner attitude that neither regards a given perspective to be right or 

wrong, better or worse, good or bad. We often say to those we train: “there is no right and 

wrong, only different perspectives”.  

 

Neutrality is a role that both process designer and facilitator consciously enter into during a 

process. We are not normally neutral.  We need to make a conscious effort to be so during a 

process. Taking on a neutral role as a facilitator and designer of dialogue makes it possible for 

us to create a space where people feel safe to express themselves. If we loose our neutrality 

people notice it at once and there is a risk that they perceive us as being impartial – 

favouring one side above the other or trying to steer the process in a particular direction.  

 

Neutrality presents a challenge to anybody working with difficult processes. We may 

encounter comments and conversations that make us uncomfortable or trigger a strong 

reaction in us. We need to be aware of these moments and become conscious of issues that 

trigger a response in us. This is essential if we are to maintain neutrality and create a safe 

space for participants to say what they need so say.  

 

If neutrality is not combined with presence and compassion, it will be perceived as being 

distant and impersonal. This would hinder the process of creating the safe space we are 

trying to create.  

2. Presence and compassion 

Being present is important particularly for those who facilitate. Focus on what is happening in 

the room, small gestures and shifts in mood are essential in order to help the group to feel 

safe. Being present is also an essential ingredient of active listening and the trust that this 

creates. Presence requires of us to put aside what has happened before and any thoughts 

about the future – both on a personal level and professionally. It also requires of us to remain 

focused on the group rather than on ourselves and on our own reactions. Presence and 

neutrality go hand in hand. 
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Compassion implies being able to place yourself in the shoes of the other person and be 

aware of their experience in the moment. It also requires an attitude of caring. It differs from 

both sympathy and empathy. Combined with neutrality it is a powerful tool for creating the 

safe space that is required when the conversation becomes heated – where tension moves 

to resistance and finally to conflict.  

3. Flexibility 

Being flexible is important when dealing with problems that constantly change shape. Being 

able to adjust one’s own direction is essential. No group responds well to a process that 

appears rigid and cannot accommodate what emerges. We often follow the advice given 

to Transformative mediators8 namely to follow the participants. This implies letting them help 

you determine how the process unfolds and evolves. We do not hesitate to ask groups we 

work with how they wish to proceed at any given time. This empowers the group and is an 

illustration of the co-creation we wish to achieve. It does not imply that the facilitator 

capitulates, but that she includes the will of the group in her own decisions and in a flexible 

way.  

4. The wisdom of the ”no” or minority voice9 

When a minority within a group says “no” to the wishes or decision of the majority, we need 

to prick up our ears. In fact, we often check to see whether there is a “no” that is not being 

expressed and then make it visible for the group. We do this – even though it seems counter-

intuitive – because of our experience of the “no” containing important wisdom for the 

majority.  

 

The “no” is not only the critical, oppositional voice that loudly says no when many say “yes”.  

It is also the voice that is dubious about the decision or the quiet voice that doesn’t feel 

comfortable expressing itself.  

 

We seek to make the “no” visible in order to reduce tension and avoid destructive conflicts. 

As long as we suppress or marginalise a particular perspective we risk adding to the tension 

and escalating conflict.  

 

It is extremely important to create safety for the group around the expression of the “no” – this 

applies both with respect to the person or group expressing it and with respect to those who 

are in the majority. We will address this process under the heading tools and methods. 

5. Learning 

We regard learning as an important part of our approach. Dialogue for us is a process where 

people learn about each other. True shifts happen when perspectives are widened and 

participants begin to see a problem from the other’s point of view. This openness to the 

perspective of another is a key difference between dialogue and discussion or debate (as 

explained in Module 2). In addition to the participants learning from each other, we as 

facilitators are constantly learning more about process and about the context and conditions 

we are working in.  

6. Relationship 

We have noticed that real dialogue affects the relationships between people. It may involve 

participants opening up and beginning to engage with each other more easily. It may also 

involve the relationship between the public and the authorities. Our experience is that trust is 

often in short supply when a dialogue starts but that this improves as the dialogue continues. 

We need to state that the ability to relate more easily need not mean that parties reach 

                                                      
8 Advice given by Joseph Folger during his mentoring and training of mediators using the Transformativ 

approach. Joseph Folger is co-author of the book The Promise of Mediation.  
9 Finding and including the ”no” is an inspiration from Myrna Lewis and her work with Deep Democracy. 

She is the author of the book Inside the No and conducts training and mentoring for people working 

with group and individual processes. Much of her work is inspired by that of Arnold Mindell.  
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consensus or agree with each other. They may continue to disagree with each other but 

learn to relate to each other with respect despite their differences.  

What is meant by principles?  
Principles are guidelines that make it easier to make decisions in the heat of the moment. 

They are usually formulated in advanced when there is no direct pressure to make a specific 

decision. Principles can be formulated for individuals or for a group or an organisation.  We 

shall focus here on principles for the local authority and for designers and facilitators of public 

dialogue. 

 

When we suddenly find ourselves under pressure (or stress) to make difficult decisions, these 

can be difficult when there is no clear direction or map that we are able to follow or 

experience to draw upon. Stress has the effect of producing confusion or lack of clarity. If we 

have a set of guidelines to fall back on during moments of crisis or stress, this can be very 

helpful.  Principles also enable us to introduce new team members to our way of working. 

 

Principles are usually based on an underlying ideology – a worldview.  We may be aware of 

our ideology and the way in which it influences our principles to a greater or lesser extent. In 

the context of public dialogue our ideology constitutes, in its simplest form, our view of the 

world, of people and of conflict. Here is how we could describe our own worldview in our 

work as facilitators and designers of public dialogue:  

• We see that the world is in the midst of a great transition. We are moving into an era 

where networking and relationship are becoming increasingly significant and 

important.  

• We see society as a living system where the parts are intricately linked and constantly 

affect one another. Society contains many complex problems that need to be dealt 

with in a specific way, particularly where citizens’ trust for the authorities is eroded. We 

also see a clear need for the widening of the representative democratic system in this 

present era in order for issues that are both local and that arise between elections to 

be opened up to be influenced by those affected by and interested in them. 

• We see people as capable participants in issues concerning them. They are bearers 

or representatives of perspectives that are greater than themselves whilst they, 

paradoxically, are more than their perspectives.  

• We view conflict as a potential for growth and development. We often use the 

metaphor of fire to explain the creative potential and the destructive power of 

conflict. 

 

Reflection  

1. Consider your own ideology.  

- How do you view the world? Do you, for example see the world as a giant clockwork or 

machine with an inherent order or do you see it as a dynamic system?  

2. How do you view society?  

- How do you understand the changes that are happening in society today?  

- How do you understand power in society?  

3. How do you view people?  

- Are people competent participants or are they ignorant?  

- Do people need to be told what to do or can they participate constructively in 

decisions that concern them? 

4. How do you view conflict? 

- Is it something dangerous that must be prevented, contained or avoided or is it 

potentially constructive and positive? 

- Why does it arise and what makes it escalate or de-esclate? 
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Dialogue principles for the local authority 
SALAR has encouraged local authorities in Sweden to develop principles for public dialogue. 

These are considered as guidelines for when and how public dialogue should be used in 

decision-making processes.  

 

It may be helpful initially, when developing such principles, to consider which basic values 

(worldview or ideology) the local authority wishes to base its principles upon.  

 

Without clear principles there is a risk that public dialogue is viewed as something that we 

need to do because we are required to do so or because it is fashionable. There is also a risk 

that we look for handbooks to follow or that we copy models of public dialogue that do not 

really suit the situation we are working with.  

 

Here are some questions that might be helpful in developing principles for public dialogue:  

1. What is the purpose of public dialogue? 

2. When is public dialogue appropriate? 

3. How does it support the decision-making process? 

4. How will citizens’ perspectives be included in the decision-making process? 

5. Are there groups that need to be given specific consideration when organising a 

public dialogue process?  

Process designers’ and facilitators’ principles 
Perhaps more relevant to this paper is the formulation of principles for facilitators and 

designers of public dialogue processes. Formulating these principles is a process that a team 

of facilitators and process designers need to work through as part of their preparation. It will, 

as mentioned above, help them when they find themselves in the midst of a difficult process 

and will guide their minute-to-minute decisions when a situation becomes stressful or difficult.   

 

It may be helpful to start by considering one’s basic values or process ideology before 

starting to formulate principles. Which are those values that are important for the facilitator in 

the work that she or he is doing?  

 

Here are some questions that might be helpful in formulating a set of principles:  

1. What is the purpose of public dialogue?  

2. What role do the facilitator and designer of dialogue play in public dialogue 

processes? 

3. How do we view the participation of citizens in public dialogue processes? 

4. How do we view the role and participation of both officials and politicians?  

5. How do we deal with tension, resistance and conflicts that arise?  

 

There is no harm in reviewing one’s principles from time to time. We have learned much 

through the mistakes we have made and we have made adjustments to both our principles 

and our practice. This is part of the learning process for every facilitator and process designer.  
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Module 4: SALAR’s model  
Our model for public dialogue involving complex problems and societal conflicts has evolved 

over a period of five years. It will probably continue to do so as we learn from our successes 

and mistakes. It is a model that has evolved within the Swedish context and will need to be 

adapted to suit the reality in other countries. We believe, however that the logic behind the 

model is generally applicable. Although our trails with the model have involved large-scale 

issues, the model can also be used on a small scale, resulting in shorter time scales. 

 

We have found that the model varies depending on the presence of conflict. As explained in 

Module 1, conflict in itself requires mediation whilst simple problems can be resolved by 

consultation processes and good planning. When conflict is present or dominant, we need to 

adjust our design of the process somewhat. We shall explain this in more detail below.  

The logic behind the model 
There is a design-thinking logic behind our model. Design thinking suggests that, when faced 

with a challenge, we start by opening up, proceed to a processing phase and then 

concretise.  

 

 
Figure 8 

 

When applied to public dialogue this process logic translates into specific actions. Broadly 

however, the opening up phase implies a scanning of all perspectives relevant to the 

problem. The processing phase is where necessary dialogue occurs and where perspectives 

meet each other and even confront one another where they differ. From there we move to 

the phase of concretisation where options are generated, proposals are made, resulting in 

decisions or agreements.  

The dialogue model for complex social problems 
Here we examine the dialogue model in more detail. We start off with a simple linear 

diagram of a process that is in fact more circular in nature. We shall explain the different 

phases in the model one by one and indicate key aspects of both design and facilitation 

during these phases. 
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The model in linear form 

 
Figure 9 

 

1.  Prepare 

This phase of the model involves the local authority itself. It is essential to ensure that all 

involved departments and political decision-makers are on board and will support the 

process. Our experience has taught us that when this is not the case, difficulties often arise 

that may hamper or even scuttle the process completely.  

 

It is important to point out here that the dialogue process involves ALL the stakeholders and is 

not a process initiated and controlled by the local authority involving only the public 

stakeholders. Not only is the local authority part of the problem, but need to be part of the 

solution too. Internal parties (officials and politicians) need to be involved in all the phases. If 

not, there is a risk that the process will be perceived as a one-sided affair, nothing more than 

the usual consultation processes that have often failed in dealing with complex problems 

and conflicts. If this is not clearly understood and unless the process fully supported by the 

local authority, there is a risk that the problem will be made worse. As we pointed out above, 

any intervention affects the problem adversely or positively and cannot easily be undone. 

Damaging public confidence happens quickly and it takes a long time to build it up again. 

 

We have formulated an inventory to help with this preparation for the dialogue process. It 

involves describing and framing the problem, securing resources and ensuring political and 

leadership support. Here are some questions that have proven helpful: 

• How would you describe the problem from your perspective? 

• Is there tension, resistance or conflict present? (The conflict escalation model 

presented in module 1 could be employed as a diagnostic tool here) 

• Does the problem need to be limited? If so what is included in the brief to the 

dialogue team and what is excluded? 

• Who will be involved in the dialogue team – a group of people with competence and 

experience of dialogue? 

• How much time can be allocated for members of the dialogue team? 

• How will expenses be met? (Meeting venues, food and drink, consultants) 

• Are officials and politicians willing to participate? 

• How will proposals be handled? 

• How will information be made available and feedback be given to the public?  

 

2.  Gather perspectives 

Complex problems cannot be described simply from one vantage point. We need to 

consider as many perspectives as possible in order to fully understand a complex problem. 

Often we only discover the extent of the problem when we have started working with it. This is 

why we advocate listening through 360 degrees during this phase. In this phase there are 

several aims:  

• To learn how all stakeholders (people affected by the problem directly and indirectly) 

view the problem and possible ways to deal with it.  

• Making the complexity of the problem visible to all stakeholders. 

• To learn which conversations are necessary, what they will be about and how they 

need to be organised. 
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• To establish trust for the process and those responsible for its execution.  

 

Gathering perspectives is an act of listening in all directions (360 degrees). Perspectives 

include opinions, ideas, attitudes, feelings, roles and positions. Listening can be done in many 

different ways. This is a question for the process designers. We have approached people on 

the street, knocked on doors, set up stands and served coffee and biscuits, held meetings, 

organised events and conducted interviews. Part of this phase is also scanning the press and 

social media to see what has happened historically and how the “gossip” sounds.  

 

Those who are out gathering perspectives (preferably the dialogue team) need to  

• Be clear what they focus upon when posing their questions. It is very important not to 

try and avoid a tough problem or tone it down. They might want to think through how 

they will open a conversation and how they will get to the real issue quickly. 

• Know about the process so that they can explain what the questions they pose are 

aimed at, what the answers will be used for and what will happen next.  

• Be neutral and listen without making judgements. Their own thoughts on the issue or 

on those they interview are irrelevant. This is a real challenge for many who do this 

work.  

• Accurately record what they hear and contribute to making the results visible to the 

public and other participants 

• Be aware of polarities or opposing perspectives. In particular, tension or conflict needs 

to be noted and somehow incorporated in the documentation.  

 

In addition to asking people how they see a particular problem, the dialogue team needs to 

find out if people feel that they would like to speak to a particular person or group about the 

issue. It may be that they need to have a particular conversation before they are ready to 

engage with a larger group. This is particularly important when it tension, resistance or conflict 

are present. They then need to establish what the person or group wants to speak about and 

in which way they wish to meet to speak about these issues. All of this information is conveyed 

to the process designer who then sets up the meetings.  

 

The material gathered is collected, sorted and published. In some processes we have 

published comments on the Internet – on a web page made for dialogue process. People 

who wanted to remain anonymous could choose to use a pseudonym. In other cases we 

chose simply to gather and sort the perspectives and publish a summary or convey it at a 

public meeting. There has been some discussion whether the sorting of perspectives ought to 

be the task of the dialogue team or whether stakeholders should be involved. The important 

point is that people should be able to recognise their input when the results of this phase is 

made public. We recommend that all the stakeholders be asked whether a perspective is 

missing and needs to be added or whether their perspective is not adequately described.   

 

 

3.  Dialogue 

Designing this phase. At this point the designers need to get together  - by themselves or 

together with stakeholders – and consider which conversations are needed and what form 

these will take. Our experience (and that in several other countries) tells us that the kind of 

conversations needed to deal with a complex problem cannot involve large groups. 

Complex issues and conflicts are best handled in smaller groups. Groups should not exceed 

12 – 15 people in such cases. Highly skilled facilitators can handle larger groups – but these 

are not always easy to come by.  

 

The next question that arises is how to select group participants. Ideally groups should consist 

of representatives of the different perspectives. Traditionally their formal leaders represent 

groups. The representative for a particular perspective may not be a formal leader or may be 

part of a group where the majority of the group holds another perspective. There is no 

correct way to make the choice of participants but here are some alternatives:  



 21 

• When the perspectives are known and have been sorted into themes, those who hold 

the perspective can be approached and asked whom they would want to represent 

them and the perspective they stand for.  

• People can be randomly selected from the perspective group 

• Key figures can be identified (perhaps by asking others in the group) and these can 

be specifically invited.  

• A meeting with all stakeholders can provide the opportunity for a process during 

which groups organise themselves and choose a representative. 

• Having supporters or advisors for a representative may ensure that there is continuity 

and greater representation. This might result in a UN-style meeting where the advisors 

sit in the background and can be consulted from time to time or asked by a facilitator 

to give their input.  

 

We have experience of both working groups and smaller more intimate conversations. These 

groups vary in size, form and function and it would be futile to prescribe how large they 

should be or how many times groups should meet. What is important is not to restrict 

possibilities by pre-determined forms and methods. Including the participants in determining 

the timing, length, content, style and frequency of meetings empowers them and gives them 

a sense of ownership. The facilitator and process designer have experience but do not 

necessarily always know what the group needs at a particular point. Do not be afraid to ask!  

 

Facilitating the dialogue meetings 

A complex problem is often surrounded by tension. Conversations dealing with surface issues 

only tend not to produce results. There might be a need to raise issues belonging to the 

secondary process10. In these cases tension might rise. If the facilitator seeks out the “no” 

tension might rise. A facilitator needs to be able to deal with this tension.  

 

In order to deal with tension the facilitator must master the meta-skills or principles referred to 

in Module 2. She needs to create a safe space for the conversation. Safety is created partly 

through the meta-skills of neutrality and compassion and partly by being aware, responsive 

and flexible. It is when people feel that they cannot express what is important to them that 

tension will escalate. In short, the facilitator must ensure that that which needs to be said can 

be said. 

 

We train facilitators to become aware of polarities that arise and to enable the group to 

address these together. Polarity provides an opportunity for a group to move to a deeper 

level. If handled skilfully opposing parties will gain a deeper understanding of the other and 

even of themselves. This can be a difficult process and compassion for participants and their 

emotions is essential.  

 

When conflict arises. As mentioned, conflict may be apparent at the start of this process. In 

that case the meetings to deal with specific conflicts must be dealt with in a specific way 

and with a skilled facilitator or mediator. Pre-meetings may be necessary if the conflict is 

serious. The person or people facilitating these meetings also need to be aware of how the 

issues dealt with in the meeting relate to the bigger issue. At the conclusion of the conflict 

meetings the participants must consider how they will participate in other meetings and how 

much they want to communicate to the larger group or the public. Confidentiality may need 

to be raised from the outset in these meetings. 

 

Should a conflict arise spontaneously during a meeting – something that is not uncommon – 

the facilitators must be ready to deal with it. The gathering of perspectives should help to 

forewarn of potential conflicts but this is not always the case. The skills we teach facilitators 

include basic skills taught to mediators. We have found these skills useful in our own processes 

and believe that facilitators benefit from mastering them.11 

                                                      
10 The secondary process is explained briefly in Module 1 on page 5 
11 Some of the basic skills used in our processes are explained in Module 5 below 
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Here are some guidelines for dealing with conflict during a dialogue process:  

• Make it safe for the group to explore the conflict. The facilitator can do this in a variety 

of ways. It is important to involve the group in establishing guidelines or ground rules 

for the conversation – particularly when it is clear that tension exists. Some of our 

methods include establishing of ground rules to make the conversation safe for 

participants. 

• Ensure that both sides of the conflict can be clearly stated. We encourage facilitators 

to make polarities visible during a process. This can be done in the form of a summary 

or during processes where the conversation is purposefully polarised in order to create 

clarity. Looking for the “no” and making it visible is an example of this. 

• Slow the conversation down. When there is tension, the conversation tends to speed 

up. This can increase the tension even more and create a sense that the conversation 

is spiralling out of control. In some cases the sudden increase of tension can lead to 

violence or separation. It is important therefore to slow the conversation down. We 

teach methods to do just this – for example the use of mirroring and summarising.  

• Create space so that everything that needs to be said can be said. Do not limit the 

conversation without good reason. Allow time for it to run its course. If there is a time 

restraint, check with participants whether they are able to remain a little longer or 

determine a time to continue the conversation. Be aware of the time before starting a 

process involving a serious disagreement or conflict.  

• Allow time for reflection and insights. When both sides have clearly stated their 

perspectives, some time for reflection can be helpful. A break or simply time to sit 

quietly to reflect on what has been said can produce new insights. Allow participants 

to share their insights with the group.  

• Summarise: what do we agree upon, what do we agree to disagree upon and what 

still needs to be addressed? Conflicts are not always resolved. When they are, the 

agreement needs to be clearly stated and, if possible, recorded. A dialogue may 

result in parties agreeing to disagree. If trust has been established, such an agreement 

may result in participants agreeing to live side by side despite their differences. If 

however the disagreement is a source of continued tension, the decision may be 

referred to a decision-making body. The parties could agree to enter into arbitration, 

mediation or ask a person or group to decide the outcome of their disagreement. It 

may also be necessary to agree with the group on a follow-up meeting to continue to 

talk about the issues that are still unresolved. Here it is important to involve the 

participants in the decision on what to do next.  

 

What is the purpose or aim of the dialogues during this phase? Here are some of the aims we 

regard as important:  

• Creating flow. Conversations get stuck when people remain fixed in their own position 

or perspective. We regard the conversations as an opportunity for people to become 

more open to the perspectives of others and to become clearer about their own.  

• Mutual understanding and learning. This occurs when participants are able to let go of 

their own perspective – even for a short moment – in order to view the problem from 

the perspective of others. This requires openness and trust. These need to be 

cultivated by the facilitator. 

• Relationship. Dialogue creates relationships when the conversation is honest and 

open. These relationships are important for future interaction and for sustainability.  

• Resolving problems. Real problems can be resolved though the use of dialogue – as 

long as these are allowed to brought into the open and spoken about.  

• Creativity. Thinking outside of the box and seeing new possibilities can result from 

people becoming more open to the ideas of others. There is a real possibility that a 

good dialogue results in new possibilities opening up – possibilities that none of the 

parties had considered before.  

• Increasing trust. Trust is built when a safe space is created for dialogue. Trust is built 

when people feel that they are being listened to and taken seriously. Trust is built 
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when people feel that they have the power to influence decisions. Trust is built when 

people open up to one another.  

• True meeting. Seeing the other as a human being who shares many of the same 

concerns changes the quality of the dialogue in a direct and concrete way.  

 

This phase is central to the larger process. One may not be able to resolve all problems or 

reach the depth desired, but value might be created in other ways. This value (trust, 

relationship, mutual understanding and respect, the knowledge that it is possible to talk 

about difficult issues and most importantly seeing the humanity in the other) lays the 

foundation for further dialogue. We illustrated the process as a loop or series of loops. Even 

this phase can be illustrated as a loop or series of loops. The first dialogue will hopefully lead 

to more. Each dialogue will build on the previous one and will become better as we go 

along.  

 

4.  Propose 

Dialogue in itself can, as we mentioned in the last section, result in increased trust, openness 

and much more. It does however need to be more than just a good conversation. As we 

started by defining the question and then opening it up, we now need to narrow the 

conversation down again. We need to become concrete and specific.  

 

In this phase we must draw the dialogue or dialogues together and clearly state any 

agreements and proposals. The groups are seldom mandated to make own decisions and 

therefore need to formulate their agreements as a proposal to a decision-making body.  

 

It may happen that agreement on certain issues cannot be reached. There may be many 

reasons for this: lack of time, insufficient facilitation skill or simply that one of the parties sticks 

to their position and refuses to budge. In this case the participants may agree to disagree 

and ask a decision-making body to decide the matter. It may be wise to discuss this possibility 

with parties at the start of the process so that they are prepared. We have met 

disappointment from a local authority that expected a dialogue to end in agreement and 

consensus and not in the referral of a number of issues to political decision-makers.  

 

5.  Decide 

Dialogue, in this case, seeks to strengthen and complement the representative democratic 

system in place and not to replace it with a form of direct democracy. It is very important to 

communicate this fact to the public at the start of the process in order to avoid 

disappointment. Decisions are made by appropriate decision-making bodies. In many cases 

this means the local authority, but it may also be that a company, non-profit organisation or 

another group need to make a decision on a proposal that concerns them.  

 

Does this not leave the door open to decision-makers simply overruling the results of the 

dialogue and ignoring the hard work done by all participants? This is of course a danger but 

there are three possible safeguards against this built into the process:  

• The preparation phase is meant to secure support from decision-makers and others 

with power to shape decisions for the process itself 

• The participation of decision-makers is vital. If they are part of the process, they can 

raise their objections and argue for their point of view during the dialogue. This may 

mean that their perspective is understood and even accepted by other participants 

but it may also mean that decision-makers understand the reason for and extent of 

the opposition to their perspective.  

• We teach facilitators a decision-making method that includes the minority voice or 

“no”. This method will be explained briefly in the following module. This method has 

proved to be beneficial in many such processes. 

 

It is important to stress the importance of giving feedback of how proposals were handled by 

the decision-makers. Participants are interested to understand the reasoning behind 

decisions – especially when the decision involves a choice between alternatives or when the 
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decision-makers decide not to follow aspects of a proposal. In our experience it is not 

necessary for decision-makers to agree to everything that results from a dialogue process. As 

long as they clearly show that they have considered all the perspectives and taken the 

outcomes of the dialogue seriously. People need to know that their efforts were taken 

seriously and that their views have been considered.  

 

6.  Execute 

Now that the decision has been made, it will need to be executed. Hopefully the proposal 

and decision will include a section explaining who is to do the actual work of carrying the 

decision through to completion. There is a risk here that the fact that the final decision-

making power belongs to the local authority (or other decision-making authority), it is also 

they that will execute it. It is worth considering however, that the inclusive and co-creative 

atmosphere of the dialogue is extended also to the implementation of the decision and that 

the public is included in the execution of decisions whenever possible.  

 

The implementation of decisions may require further dialogue or negotiation. If the dialogue 

achieved its aim of creating trust and relationships between participants, this will not present 

a problem.  

 

It is very important that feedback is given on how decisions are implemented. This is often 

where participants and even observers determine whether the dialogue was “for real” and 

whether it has had an effect.  
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Module 5: Practice – a look at some of our facilitation tools 
It is difficult to cover the methods and tools we use and teach fully in this introduction. Many 

of the tools we use have different levels and require practice in order to master. We consider 

them skills that need to be repeated often in order to achieve what they are designed to do. 

Just as a doctor uses tools to operate on a patient, her skills as a physician and the attitude 

and experience she adds to the use of a scalpel (or other instrument) are vital. Such 

operations usually require teams of people with specific skills to co-operate. This may also be 

true of the dialogue processes we use to deal with especially complex problems.  

 

A word of caution: people often use the image of a toolbox when speaking about facilitation 

skills. We are wary of this metaphor. We recognise that every facilitation tool is based on a 

basic ideology or way of thinking. It can be problematic for example combining tools that 

are designed and developed from completely different world-views or ideologies.  

 

In this module we introduce the six basic tools that we believe facilitators benefit greatly from 

in working with complex problems and societal conflicts. They are skills from two systemic 

models of facilitation and mediation that we believe are fundamentally compatible. In some 

cases we have adapted them and in some cases they have been left as we ourselves were 

taught them. The two models are Transformative Mediation12 and Deep Democracy13. These 

tools are:  

1. Checking in 

2. Using buzz groups 

3. Mirroring 

4. Summarising 

5. A conversation from two sides 

6. Inclusive decision-making 

 

In this paper we introduce these tools on a basic level. We need to add that on advanced 

levels of training, some of these tools have more advanced forms. There are of course other 

tools and skills that can be added to the skills base of the facilitator.  

 

Finally, the tools we teach are only tools. Without the presence of the meta-skills we discussed 

above, they may not be very effective. In the end, the tools can be adapted by the skilled 

facilitator and even discarded. This is when the level of mastery is reached.  

 

1. Checking in 
What? 

Checking in is a process during which participants present themselves and say something to 

the group that is relevant to the meeting. 

 

Why? 

Checking in with a group is an important way for the facilitator to become aware of the 

issues that are alive within the group before the conversation starts. It is also a way to 

establish participants’ expectations so that adjustments can be made to the design of the 

conversation and the methodology used, if necessary. It is also a way of getting a group to 

open up to and gain trust for one another.  This is a first step in making issues visible in a way 

that everybody is included. During a check-in you will become aware of issues that are 

important for the group. You may become aware of polarities – where people hold opposite 

views or have different expectations. These will help you to start off the meeting a way that 

corresponds with where the group is at that point.  

 

 

                                                      
12 Reference Transformative Mediation 
13 Reference Myrna Lewis and DD 
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How? 

1. Find the questions.  

Decide in advance which questions you will ask the group to respond to. This depends on 

the time you have available, the nature of the meeting and the nature of the group. For 

example, a group that will meet only to discuss business issues will check in by introducing 

themselves and telling about their expectations for the meeting. A group that will be 

working together and dealing with sensitive issues should spend more time checking in 

and perhaps talk about their fears or concerns as well as expectations and hopes. 

Formulate the questions simply and clearly. 

2. Explain the process: each person checks in – no response or conversation 

Tell the group what is going to happen. That each person will introduce himself or herself 

and then give their response to the question. It is preferable that everybody says 

something but nobody is forced to do so. Ask people not to respond to each other and 

start up small conversations. The conversation will start when the check-in is over. We 

recommend that you do not take turns in a set order – for example going round a circle 

or in rows from one to the next. Ask people to check in when they feel ready.  

3. Start yourself – set the tone. 

It is important for the facilitator to start. This sets the tone and indicates how much others 

will say. People usually follow your example. So, if you check in very briefly, they will do so 

too. If you are personal and tell about your own fears or worries, they will usually do so 

too. During your check-in you are not neutral.  

4. Thank each person without responding to the content. 

Once you have checked in you need to move into a neutral role and listen actively to 

each person. Be present, pay attention. Do not comment. This is a time for you to be both 

neutral and compassionate. Remember that sympathy is not compassion, nor is it neutral. 

It is you responding from your own person. Thank each person after they have checked in 

and move your attention to the next speaker. 

5. Offer a short summary.  

This is an option for the facilitator. It could help the group to get an overview of where the 

group is at and which issues are alive. They might have been very occupied thinking what 

they were going to say and missed things others said. A summary should take only a few 

minutes. How will you remember everything? You will find that as you practice you will 

remember more and more – even the names of people. Some people like to write down 

key words, but be careful that you don’t focus more on your note-taking than on the 

people speaking.  

 

A personal story: I once worked with a group of young Palestinians and Jews who were going 

to work together on a publication. They met in a country outside of Israel/Palestine. On the 

morning of the meeting there had been news of suicide attacks in Israel. The group was very 

clear that they needed to speak about this before getting into any kind of practical work 

together. As facilitator I chose to adapt and follow the group. 

2. Buzz groups 
What? 

A buzz group is a small group that quickly talks about something in the middle of a meeting or 

conversation.  

 

Why? 

At times the energy in the group can be low. This is especially true when there are 

presentations that others listen to. A good way to engage people and to raise the energy 

level again is to ask groups of two, three or four to speak together about what they just heard 

or about what they will speak about next. You will usually notice the change of energy by 

listening to the sound level in the room. Working with buzz groups is also a way to help the 

group to reflect on something that is happening.  

 

How? 

Here are some guidelines:  
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• From time to time ask participants to turn to each other and reflect together 

• You can pose a specific question 

• Or you can simply ask them to share their own thoughts with one another 

• You can then choose to hear what groups said by asking groups to briefly report back, 

ask if there is anything important somebody would like to share, follow up with a group 

discussion or simply carry on with the meeting. 

 

3. Mirroring 
What? 

The facilitator says what somebody has just said back to them without repeating word for 

word.  

 

Why? 

By mirroring you create clarity during a conversation. The person you are mirroring hears 

herself or himself and has the opportunity to correct or adjust what they have said. Others 

who are listening are given an extra opportunity to hear somebody (it is not unusual, 

especially where there is tension or conflict present, that people do not listen well). Another 

important reason for using the mirroring tool is to slow down the conversation. This is very 

important when you are dealing with conflicts. When the conversation speeds up there is a 

risk that the tension will escalate quickly and that the conflict will escalate.  

 

How? 

• Explain what you are doing before you start mirroring. You can do this at the start of a 

meeting or as you are about to use the tool for the first time.  

• You say back to the person who has just spoken what you understood them to have 

said. Do not repeat their words parrot-fashion. Start with that which has most energy 

and try to catch the essence of what they said in a few sentences. 

• A good reflection or mirroring will capture both the substance and the emotional tone 

of the speaker. Be aware of not asking questions or questioning what somebody has 

said. Remember your neutrality. Remember also to be compassionate – try to feel the 

emotional tone of the speaker’s words and even use that when you are mirroring.   

• Actions can also be mirrored. Be careful not to be judgemental. For example you can 

reflect that somebody has just turned their back on the group and is sitting there 

saying nothing. Your mirroring statement would be something like: “I notice that you 

have just turned away and are not participating”. That is all. Do not ask the person to 

explain – just mirror the action.  

• Use a language that lies close to that the speaker uses. Do not become more or less 

formal. You may even want to use words that the speaker used.  

• When you have mirrored the speaker, check that you have understood or whether 

you have missed something. Allow the speaker to correct your words or to add to 

them. This is a very important step and will safeguard that you do not twist or 

manipulate what the speaker says. You are not re-framing their words or changing 

their meaning.  

 

Mirroring is especially useful when there is tension. Try to use mirroring in a natural way. Always 

speak directly to the person who has spoken – you are not “explaining” the person’s words to 

the group or somebody else. 

 

4. Summarising 
What? 

A summary briefly recaps a conversation or part of a conversation. With a summary you 

attempt to extract the main points of a longer conversation.  
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Why? 

• A good summary helps a group to stay on track. It is easy to loose track when a 

conversation diverges – when people speak about many different things and do not 

stay on a single topic (something that is not uncommon where there is tension).  

• Participants are given a clearer perspective upon all that has been said.  

• A summary can help participants see clearly where they agree and where the 

disagree. 

• A good summary can prevent a group from becoming confused and splitting.  

• Summary is also an excellent way of slowing down the conversation and providing 

space for reflection. It changes the dynamic of a heated conversation.  

• Use a summary when you cannot mirror directly and the conversation has gone on for 

a while.  

 

How? 

• List or make visible the main topics of the conversation.  

For example: “we have been speaking about farmers’ situation, young people and 

women.” 

• Now raise any contradictions or agreement in respect of each topic.  

For example: “When you spoke about the farmers, some of you thought the problem 

was theirs and other said that the authorities are responsible. As regards the young 

people, you all seem to agree that more needs to be done to engage them”  

• Check whether you have missed anything in your summary. Trust people to help you. 

They will remind you of something that is important for them that you might have got 

wrong or missed. 

• A summary can be followed up with a question about the process. For example you 

can ask which of the topics the group wants to speak about first or what needs to be 

spoken more about.   

 

It is helpful to think in terms of themes and sub-themes when summarising. Only write down 

points if you really have to. It is better to remain focused on the conversation than to 

remember all the points. The group will help you if you don’t get it right. 

 

5. A conversation from two sides 
What? 

The conversation from two sides is a way of exploring a polarity that arises in a safe way.  

 

Why? 

Polarities are often surrounded by tension. If we try to gloss over them, we risk seeing tension 

rise and conflict escalate. Tension however, makes conversations difficult to facilitate. This 

method enables us to hold a conversation about a difficult issue safely. It also offers the 

possibility for participants to gain insight and understanding into one another’s perspectives 

and usually leads to the conversation reaching a deeper level. If issues are avoided this is a 

good tool to use.  

 

How? 

• Clearly state the issue and the two sides (a polarity). 

The polarity may have become clear before the meeting or may arise during the 

meeting. The facilitator may identify the polarity in a summary and ask the group if it is 

willing to go through this process.  

• Explain the process and create safety for participants.  

Explain what the process entails and what you will do as facilitator. Check whether 

everybody is ok going into the process. Invite participants to express doubts they 

might have. Doubts constitute wisdom for the group and you can ask a participant 

who is uncertain: what would you need in order to go into the process? This need can 

be one of the “safety rules” for the conversation if the group agrees to it applying to 

everybody. For example: somebody says that they don’t want people to become 
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personal and attack individuals verbally. Answering the question above, this person 

might say: I want us to agree that we won’t verbally attack each other personally. The 

facilitator asks the group: do we all agree to this? If they do, it becomes a safety rule 

for the group (see the steps in the inclusive decision making tool for more help in this 

regard). 

• Everybody says all that needs to be said from the one side. 

Everybody in the group finds arguments for the one side only – no matter if this is the 

side that they support or not. They place themselves in the shoes of those supporting 

that side. Encourage participants to use direct statements only – no questions. Remind 

them that they are arguing for a perspective and not aiming their statements at a 

particular person. Remind them that this is not the time to respond to statements – the 

“other side” will get its turn soon. As facilitator you might need to do this a few times 

when people want to respond.  

Continue until everything has been said and then switch sides. 

• Everybody goes over to the other side and argues from that side.  

Now you repeat the process from the other side in exactly the same way. 

• Go back to side 1 and then to side 2, repeat if there’s more to say. 

You will find that the “first side” will have some responses – allow these to be spoken. 

Ask participants not to repeat what has already been said. Continue for a while then 

switch sides again. Continue until everything has been said. 

• Gather the insights. What hit home? Use I statements: “what does it say about the way 

I think, act or feel?” Don’t slip back into the argument again!  

This is often a difficult activity for people to understand. You could say that arrows 

have flown from both sides. Some of them might have caused a reaction – even a 

physical reaction. Some of them might have given insights or realisations. Allow 

people to reflect silently for a while. Ask the question: “which arrow hit home? What 

does it make me realise about myself and the way I act, feel or think?” Gently remind 

people to answer the question when they start to argue for one side again.  

Remember to be present, neutral and compassionate during this phase. People are 

saying things about themselves – these can be very personal – treat each contribution 

with utmost respect.  

• Make a decision based on the insights.  

Summarise what has been said (See the Summary Tool). This is a good time to make a 

decision with the group as to what they want to do now or how they want to act on 

what they learned during this process.  

 

(This tool comes from Deep Democracy and was developed by Myrna Lewis) 

 

6. Inclusive decision-making 
What? 

This is a decision-making method that includes the wisdom of the “no” or the voice that is 

critical, hesitant or doubtful. 

 

Why? 

When decisions are made democratically, there is always a minority voice. This is the voice 

that does not agree with the majority. Even if everybody votes for a proposal, there is always 

some doubt – even if it is very slight. This method finds the “no” and includes the wisdom that 

it holds in the final decision.  

 

How? 

1. Hear all the views. 

Allow the group to express their views: both those for and against. Ask them to make 

clear statements and argue for the view that they support. When the points begin to 

be repeated, go to the next phase. Use summary as a way to express the view of the 

group. For example you can say: “a majority of you seem to support view A. But there 
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is clearly another view too”. Or you can say: “we need to make a decision: the 

majority seems to suggest that we do A. But there are other views too.” 

2.  Search for and make it safe for the “no” or alternative views to be expressed.   

Spend time allowing the “no” or alternative view to be expressed clearly. 

Acknowledge it and thank those who voice the no for doing so.  

3. Spread the no/alternative view. 

It is often difficult for somebody in a group to voice the “no”. They might risk the group 

turning against them. We assume that the “no” (doubt or hesitance) also is present in 

other members of the group. As facilitator you ask the question: “ are there any others 

who also feel this doubt (hesitance, opposition, criticism) – even in a very slight 

degree?” It may even be that people who support the majority carry the same doubt 

but did not wish to express it. Thank the person who raised the “no” and acknowledge 

that they are not alone in feeling this way – they spoke up for an important voice that 

exists in the group, a voice that contains wisdom for the group.  

4.  Formulate the decision and take the vote. 

You have now heard the arguments for the decision and even against. Formulate the 

decision with a yes and a no side. Take a vote. You could say: We are now going to 

vote. All those in favour of planting 10 trees raise your hand. All those against it raise 

your hand.  

5. Include the “no”. 

Turn to each one of those who lost the vote. Ask them what they would need to go 

along with the majority and support the decision. One could say:” I am sorry you lost 

the vote. What would you need to go along with the majority?”  

For example: One participant might say that they wanted flower boxes for children to 

participate in the event. If we also agree to make two flower boxes, they would go 

along with the suggestion. Others might accept the vote and not have anything to 

add. 

 Thank each person. Now formulate the decision including the “no”. Formulate it as a 

condition or an addition to the original decision (point #4). For example: We are 

going to vote again. Listen carefully: We will plant 10 trees but we will also have two 

planting boxes for flowers so that children can plant flowers. Does everybody support 

this? Please raise your hands.” 

 

In this way the wisdom of the majority (in our example, the inclusion of an activity for the 

children) is included in the decision of the majority. With practice this becomes a valuable 

tool for co-creative decision-making that can be used throughout a dialogue process. The 

more the group gets into making decisions this way, the easier it will become and the more 

the “no” will be seen as valuable wisdom rather than an irritating problem.  
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Conclusion 
We have tried in this paper to give a background to the way in which we understand and 

approach public dialogue when dealing with complex social problems and with societal 

conflicts. It is a brief description and many of the concepts we describe would need a more 

comprehensive explanation. It is our hope that we are able to explain these in the seminars 

that will follow and that questions will be answered.  

 

We hope that this paper will inspire readers to new ways of thinking about and conducting 

public dialogue. It is also our hope that the inspiration will lead to practitioners to adjust the 

tools to suit their own reality.  

 

Bernard le Roux and Martin Sande 
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