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Introduction

Our primary interest at Civic Exchange is in
researching and applying ways of engaging
citizens to deliberate public policy issues and
provide input to decision-makers. We are also
interested in learning how the public forms
opinions on policy issues and in exploring
deliberative processes that will help citizens come
together to exchange views on issues of common
concern.

In 2002, we attempted to consolidate some of what
we have learned about public participation and
community organizing in a paper that introduced
the concept of “Sustainability Tools.”1  This is a
term we created in order to describe a range of
social skills that make up a community “tool kit.
” Sustainability Tools include skills that help foster
personal development, enhance collective
interactions, and improve public discussions on
community issues.

This second paper takes the concept of
Sustainability Tools further by addressing three
additional challenges:

• Dealing with open-ended problems;
• Organizing gatherings that are more engaging
so that people can reconnect with each other; and
• Equipping people with the skills to be more
active and effective citizens.2

Open-ended problems

In developing the concept of Sustainability Tools,
we realized that community interactions are like
personal and professional interactions in the sense
that they require us to deal with open-ended

problems. These kinds of problems are difficult
because there is often no easy ‘right’ or ‘wrong’
answer.

Dealing with open-ended problems requires
strong critical thinking skills. Thinking skills help
people to use a variety of different kinds of
information to formulate better plans and make
better decisions. Terms like information literacy,
scientific methodology, critical thinking,
professional judgment, problem solving, strategic
planning, decision-making, and life-long learning
are some of the ways we use to describe thinking
skills.

It is generally assumed that well-educated adults
know how to use thinking skills, but this is not
always the case. Although our education system
trains us to look for the right and the wrong answer
to problems, actual problems and situations tend
to be much more complex. It is not easy to define
and articulate the scope of a problem, interpret
data and information, identify the range of
available solutions, or assess the likely outcomes
of various options.

Resolving community issues tends to be even
more complex because the interests of many
different people are at stake. Thus, while we need
to develop the critical thinking skills of
individuals, we also need to consider ways of
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1 Loh, Christine (March 2002), An Introduction to Sustainability
Tools, Hong Kong: Civic Exchange, <www.civic-exchange.org>.

2 These two papers provided the conceptual framework for Civic
Exchange’s publication Getting Heard: A Handbook for Hong Kong
Citizens (Hong Kong University Press, 2002), which is a practical
guide to community organizing. We hope that these three
publications together provide the theoretical background and
practical information needed for effective civic participation and
community building.
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developing the critical thinking skills of the
community. This means we must find strategies
and tools for improving how we interact with each
other, exchange information, and reach decisions
collectively.

Dialogue skills

Because we live in society with others, we need
to solve societal problems together. However, we
lack processes that will allow us to come together
to exchange views, experiences, and perspectives
and to explore solutions. In other words, we don’t
talk with each other as citizens nearly enough. This
is where we believe dialogue can help.

The word “dialogue,” has ancient roots, but the
idea that dialogue is a specific skill is a relatively
new concept. As a skill, dialogue is a conversation
that helps people to listen and learn from one
another.3 Successful dialogue requires building
trust so that participants can communicate with
each other on a deeper level, thereby strengthening
personal relationships. The ability to conduct
dialogue can be extremely valuable on a personal
level as well as on a social and political level.

We believe that dialogue has the potential to
improve the thinking skills of groups of people
working collectively on public issues. Our aim is
to see how dialogue processes can be designed
and applied to help citizens explore open-ended
challenges. In the case of Hong Kong, for
example, citizens need to think about how they
see the city’s role within an increasingly open
China, envision a new post-colonial social
contract, consider a new taxation system, plan for
political reform, and more.

Connecting thinking and dialogue skills

Thinking is usually regarded as a solitary exercise.
In reality, there is a communal aspect to thinking.
Indeed, we often develop our thinking by
expressing our opinions and ideas to others. We
learn by listening to other people and processing
their reactions to what we say. In our daily lives,
we  f requent ly  ge t  new ideas  th rough
conversations.

3 Bohm, David and Lee Nichol, eds., (1996) On Dialogue, London
and New York: Routledge; Yankelovich, Daniel (1999), The Magic
of Dialogue – Transforming Conflict into Cooperation, New York:
Touchstone Books.

The more effective we are at expressing our
thoughts and feelings to others, the greater the
potential for insight and learning. Communicating
with others is stimulating and rewarding when we
are able to gain a greater understanding of each
other. The need to communicate deeply and
meaningfully with other people is an essential
aspect of being human.

The connection between thinking and dialogue
skills is that dialogue processes enable citizens to
consider, deliberate, monitor, and reach decisions
about the many complex and open-ended issues
they must address together as members of a
society. Most ordinary citizens are not involved
directly in finding solutions to problems, but
citizens can participate in deliberative processes
that provide them with insight and perspective on
issues and enable them to provide input on public
policy.
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PART 1: Thinking Skills and Patterns

The challenge of ‘open-ended’ problems

Despite the gradual shift away from an education
system based on memorizing,4  paraphrasing, and
repeating data,5  our education system still
emphasizes these kinds of skills. However, these
skills are insufficient in meeting many personal,
professional, and civic challenges, especially
when addressing open-ended questions that have
no straightforward answers.

For example, on a personal level, we need to make
decisions about career development and lifestyle.
At work, we may have to consider multiple factors,
including hard data, conversations with
colleagues, organizational goals, and financial
circumstances, in order to make a decision about
a particular project. On a societal level, open-
ended problems include the question of how a
civic matter should be addressed, whether to vote
for a particular candidate in an election, or how
future economic development should be
structured.

In all of these instances, there are many possible
options, and there may be benefits and drawbacks
to each.  Making a decision is not just a question
of knowing the ‘right’ answer. Civic Exchange
has come to believe that the ability to explore
open-ended problems is a key Sustainability Tool.
This ability can be enhanced by improving
thinking skills.

Applying developmental psychology

A wealth of information on how to improve
thinking skills already exists. These works are
grounded in the theory of developmental
psychology and supported by empirical evidence.6

Much of the research on this subject deals with
ways in which teachers can help students improve
their thinking skills. We have drawn heavily on
this work in formulating the concept of
Sustainability Tools.7

Figure 1 identifies the different steps involved in
the development of better thinking skills.

4 Improving memory is also a Sustainability Tool. Having a better
memory frees the brain up for creative thinking.

5 Paraphrasing is a useful Sustainability Tool in the sense that it allows
us to summarize a piece of text, a speech or an event in an accurate
way. Paraphrasing requires us to focus on the key aspects of a body
of information and is effective only if we have a strong grasp of the
text, speech or event. Also see Loh, Christine (March 2002), An
Introduction to Sustainability Tools, p. 11, for more on active
listening and paraphrasing.

6 For example, Fischer, K W (1980),  A theory of cognitive
development: The control and construction of hierarchies of skills,
Psychological Review 87, pp. 477-531; King, P M and K S
Kitchener (1994), Developing reflective judgment: Understanding
and promoting intellectual growth and critical thinking in
adolescents and adults, San Francisco: Jossey-Bass; and Fischer,
K W and T R Bidell (1998), Handbook on child psychology -
Dynamic development of psychological structures in actions and
thoughts, Vol 1, 5th ed., New York: Wiley, pp. 457-561.

7 I have drawn on the work of Cindy L Lynch and Susan K Wolcott
of WolcottLynch Associates in this section of the paper. See www.
WolcottLynch.com, and also IDEA@ksu.edu for more on this
subject.

8 Cognitive development may be defined as the orderly changes in
the complexity of mental skills that humans exhibit as they mature.
Cognitive complexity may be defined as the degree to which mental
processes are composed of multiple, integrated parts and encompass
information that is increasingly abstract or removed from physical
objects. As defined by www.WolcottLynch.com

The figure represents different stages of cognitive
development in a hierarchical chart. At the bottom
of the chart are the most basic cognitive skills
(Foundation Skills), which include the ability to
repeat and paraphrase information.8

Stage 1 (Identifying) is also of relatively low
cognitive complexity and involves the ability  to
identify issues and problems, connect cause and
effect, interpret and question relevant data, and
recognize that there may be no single ‘right’
solution.

Stage 2 (Exploring) involves a moderate level of
cognitive complexity as it requires the ability to
organize information in meaningful ways;
recognize one’s own thinking preferences, biases,
and assumptions; and consider issues from
alternative viewpoints.

Stage 3 (Prioritizing and Envisioning) is the
highest level of cognitive complexity and involves
prioritizing alternatives, understanding the
limitations of each, deciding on a solution,
monitor ing developments ,  and making
necessaryadjustments and modifications to the
chosen strategy. Stage 3 Skills offer the greatest

3
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Figure 1: Development of better thinking skills:
A progressive problem-solving process 8

9 Simplified and adapted from Lynch, C L, Susan K Wolcott, and Gregory E Huber (2001), www.WolcottLynch.com.

Memorization, repeating and paraphrasing skills,
including basic computation skills

Foundation Skills
(lowest cognitive complexity)
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Stage 1 Skills: Identifying
(low cognitive complexity)
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Stage 3 Skills:
Prioritizing and Envisioning
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potential for innovation since they enable
development of new patterns, categories, and
options.

The box on the left hand side of the diagram
represents a Skills Elevator. A person can progress
from the most basic Foundation Skills to Stage 3
Skills by improving thinking skills. However,
research shows that the skills shown in Figure 1
do not develop automatically with age, experience,
or education. For example, substantial data
indicate that many university graduates lack the
skills to address open-ended problems effectively.10

Research also suggests that the skills described
along the Skills Elevator are “self-scaffolding,”
meaning that skills learned earlier in the process
are necessary in acquiring more complex skills.
When performance in one set of skills is poor, it
is l ikely to affect subsequent stages of
development.11

Figure 2 shows how people who have different
skill patterns are likely to respond to issues and
problems.12  Moving from left to right across the
columns, one goes from less to more complex
skills patterns. Figure 2 is based on what experts
have learned about the process of cognitive skills
development. At the lowest skill level, people are
simply fact finders; at the highest level, they are
strategic thinkers.13

The sequential “self-scaffolding” effect
demonstrated in Figure 1 and the incremental
progression of skill levels shown in Figure 2
suggest that we should design learning
environments based on an understanding of this
development process. This is true whether in a
school setting or in considering how to create
better community learning for collaborative
decision making.

10 King, P M and K S Kitchener (1990), Contributions to human
development – A  skill approach to the development of reflective
thinking, Vol 21, Jossey-Bass: San Francisco, pp. 48-62; Eyler, J
and D E Giles Jr (1999), Where’s the learning in service-learning?
Jossey-Bass: San Francisco; and Pascarella, E T and P T Terenzini
(1991), How college affects students, Jossey-Bass: San Francisco.

11 Lynch, C L and S K Wolcott (2001), “Helping your students develop
critical thinking skills,” <www.idea.ksu/paper/pdf/Idea_Paper_37.
pdf>.

12 Skill patterns may be defined as a set of skills used by an individual
in addressing an open-ended problem. See Kitchener and Fischer
(1990), Contributions to human development – A skill approach to
the development of reflective thinking.

13 Lynch, C L and S K Wolcott (2001), “Helping your students develop
critical thinking skills.”
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Figure 2: From less to more complex skill patterns 14
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14 Simplified and adapted from Lynch, C L and S K Wolcott (2001), “Helping your students develop critical thinking skills.”

Approach 1

Find a single ‘right’
answer

Approach 2

Stack up evidence to
support conclusion

Approach 3

Attempt to find a
balanced view by
assessing different
viewpoints

Approach 4

Attempt to reach a
conclusion by
comparing viable
options

Approach 5

Develop knowledge
for greater
confidence in
conclusions as
problem is addressed
over time

• Acknowledge
uncertainties and multiple
perspectives

• Present coherent and
balanced view

• Identify issues,
assumptions and biases
associated with multiple
perspectives

• Attempt to control own
biases

• Evaluate evidence from
different viewpoints

• Prioritize issues and
information

• Articulate support for
solutions

• Conclusions based on
qualitative evidence or
situational pragmatics

• Prioritize and address
limitations

• Interpret and re-interpret
data as new information
becomes available

• Practical, long-term view
• Consider ways to generate

new evidence about
problem

• Fail to see uncertainties
and ambiguities

• Expect experts to provide
answers

• Conclusions based on
unexamined views of
authorities or experts

• Stack up evidence to
support own viewpoint

• Confuse fact and opinion
• Jump to conclusions

• Difficulty with definitions
• Reluctant to select and

defend viable solution

• Does not deal with
longer-term issues

• Failure to address ‘next
steps’

Approach Improvements Common Weaknesses

6



Promoting Sustainability Tools

PART 2: Information vs. Knowledge

Improving our thinking skills is contingent upon
the ability to distinguish between information and
knowledge. When we make important decisions
– for example, a personal decision about a
relationship or a job or a decision about the future
of an organization – decision-making is informed
by facts and data but also impacted by individual
values, experiences, feelings, hopes, and fears. In
other words, information is only one form of
human knowledge.

Ways of knowing

At the most basic level, knowledge is the way that
we cope with reality.15 There are many different
ways of acquiring knowledge, each of which adds
to the entire human experience. Thus, scientific
enquiry and exploring one’s faith are equally valid
and important ways of acquiring knowledge.

Exploring our own assumptions and feelings
through dialogue is another way of increasing our
knowledge about the human experience. Indeed,
acquisition of knowledge is a pluralistic
experience. Exposure to many different ways of
knowing increases our insight on issues and our
ability to coexist with each other as members of a
community. Reliance on one way of knowing –
for example, scientific enquiry or technical
procedures – ultimately limits our creativity and
our ability to live in harmony with others in a just
and compassionate society.

For example, people may be “ill-informed” about
the specific details of a problem or situation but
can still make good choices about how to act.
Similarly, experience shows that communities are
able to reach sound decisions on key issues, even
if they have relatively little information about the
issue in question. This is true both for more
concrete issues, such as capital punishment, and
for more abstract issues, such as constitutional
reform. For example, in Hong Kong, many
different groups have been involved in the
discussion about Article 23 of the Basic Law.
Although different groups have differing levels
of familiarity with the Basic Law or the potential

legal and political implications of legislation, the
contribution of all groups to the discussion has
been valid and important.16

Unlike experts or academics, who reach an
informed view of an issue by collecting and
analyzing data, members of the public form
judgments mainly as a result of:

“… interactions with other people, through
dialogue and discussions. People weigh what
they hear from others against their own
convictions. They compare notes with one
another, they assess the views of others in terms
of what makes sense to them, and, above all,
they consult their feelings and their values. The
public doesn’t distinguish sharply between facts
and values, as journalists and social scientists
do. Indeed, dialogue draws heavily on feelings
and values. Of course information is important.
But information stripped of feelings is not the
royal road to public judgment; dialogue, rich
in feelings and values, is.” 17

In other words, members of the public learn about
important issues not through analysis of factual
information but by listening to news reports and
commentaries; talking to family, colleagues and
friends; and weighing up what they hear with how
they feel. Public judgment is often sound and
mature even though it may not be well informed
in the sense that all relevant information has been
identified and digested. Daniel Yankelovich notes:

“Most people do not have access to specialized
knowledge. But they do have access to the
beliefs, principles, and convictions they have

15 Richard Rorty describes knowledge as a “matter of acquiring habits
of action for coping with reality” rather than “a matter of getting
reality right.” See Rorty, Richard (1991), Essays on Heidegger and
Others – Philosophical Papers, Vol 2, Cambridge University Press, p. 1.

16 Article 23 of the Basic Law (Hong Kong’s constitution) requires
Hong Kong to pass laws on its own to prohibit acts of treason,
secession, subversion, sedition, theft of state secrets and links
between local and foreign political organizations. As this report
goes to print, Hong Kong continues to debate the difficult question
of how to legislate on these issues in a way that meets the
expectations of the Central People’s Government as regards national
security without jeopardizing human rights.

17 Yankelovich, Daniel (1999), The Magic of Dialogue – Transforming
Conflict in Cooperation, p. 25. See also Yankelovich, Daniel (1991),
Coming to Public Judgment, Syracuse, NY: Syracuse University Press.
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acquired from their life experiences. They do
not formulate these as abstract principles, as a
moral philosopher might do. Rather, they apply
them to specific issues, especially when these
evoke the moral principles of fairness, justice,
responsibility, integrity, and caring.” 18

Facts and values

In formulating public policy, facts and expert
information are important, but so are values.
Government policy must be seen to acknowledge
a range of social values, such as equality, freedom,
efficiency, and safety, in order to be accepted.
Policies that arouse strong controversy usually
touch on conflicting and deeply-held values.

Values are rarely made explicit in public policy
discussions. Yet sound public policy must consider
different values in the same way that it must consider
facts and expert information. The truth is that facts
and values are inseparable, but in practice, values
can be more difficult to deal with than facts, and
thus they tend to be dismissed.19 However, if we
regard values as an important form of knowledge
that is distinct from facts and information and not
simply as an expression of feeling, we may be
willing to spend more time addressing values
explicitly as part of the policy making process.

Policy makers who are unable to articulate the
values upon which policies are based may be less
successful in promoting them. Obviously, policies
that are out of step with the general values of the
community are likely to meet with strong
opposition. However, policy makers are often
surprised by the fact that what they see as a sound
technical solution is not accepted by the
community because they have not adequately
addressed the values of community members.

Dealing with “assumptions”

Our views on various issues reflect the way we see
the world and are reinforced by personal experience
over the course of a lifetime. Awareness of our own
assumptions and the basis for these assumptions is
critical to improving our thinking abilities and
developing more complex cognitive skills.

People who come from similar backgrounds or
have common experiences tend to have similar
values, beliefs, and perceptions and may even
use the same style in speaking. For example,
people brought up in Hong Kong have a culture
that is distinct from that in Mainland China or
Taiwan. Similarly, businesspeople, lawyers,
engineers, artists, doctors, academics, social
workers, social activists, politicians, and
administrators have their own “subcultures” that
include shared jargon, customs, working styles,
and highly conditioned perspectives.

When people from different subcultures are forced
to work with each other on a specific issue or
problem, misunderstanding is likely to arise
because each subculture has a specific set of
assumptions about the order of things and about
other subcultures. For example, in cross-
subculture conversations, one subculture may
project its own beliefs, values, attributes, and
feelings onto other subcultures, failing to
recognize that other subcultures operate under a
d i ffe ren t  se t  o f  a s sumpt ions .  Due  to
misunderstandings or conflicting interests,
conversations can quickly become arguments.20

18 Yankelovich, Daniel (1999), The Magic of Dialogue – Transforming
Conflict in Cooperation, p 67.

19 The idea that facts are proper knowledge while values are simply
feelings is a reflection of the philosophical concept of emotivism,
where all evaluative judgments (including all moral judgments) are
seen as expressions of preference, attitudes or feelings in so far as
they are moral or evaluative in character. Logical positivism is
another philosophical concept that emphasizes scientific knowledge
as the most valid form of information and discounts values, opinions,
feelings and beliefs as unscientific and therefore invalid.

20 Civic Exchange was invited by a joint venture company in China
to facilitate a stakeholder workshop based on the Environmental
and Social Impact Assessment commissioned by the company for
a petrochemical plant to be built in Huizhou, a city in Guangdong
Province close to Hong Kong. The workshop was held in June 2002
in Hong Kong. Participants included Hong Kong and Guangdong-
based NGOs, academics, and other interested parties. A number of
the NGOs saw the intentions of the joint venture in holding the
workshop as “insincere” and felt that they had not received sufficient
information about certain key aspects of the project. Thus, these
NGOs did not regard the attempt to engage in discussion as genuine
and resisted the dialogue process. At the same time, the corporate
representatives were in general uncomfortable with the NGOs and
felt that NGO representatives were “unreasonable” in failing to
accept what the corporate representatives viewed as honest
explanations. These tensions reflect differences in the subculture
and operating style of the corporate and NGO representatives. For
the full workshop report, please see Civic Exchange (2002),
Multistakeholder Workshop Report: Environmental and Social
Impact Assessment Report for the building of a petrochemical plant
in Huizhou, China, <www.civic-exchange.org>.
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It is important to note a third aspect of human
assumptions. Assumptions are often layered in the
sense that there are assumptions behind
assumptions. The more widely held the
assumptions, the less likely they are to be analyzed
and examined. Instead, these assumptions are
held to be facts or truths.21

Questioning assumptions

Thus, we need to learn how to question our own
assumptions. This requires us to put any
assumptions aside as we discuss issues with others
so that we can listen to alternative viewpoints
without passing judgment. The ability to suspend
judgment allows us to consider the merits of other
people’s views and perhaps even admit that our
own view of an issue is limited or inaccurate.22

Therefore, the ability to question our own
assumptions opens the way for greater
understanding and increases the potential for
creative problem solving.

Thinking preferences

Psychology research indicates that humans tend
to demonstrate one of four basic thinking
preferences. These preferences reflect the different
ways that different people see the world.
Therefore, a better understanding of thinking
preferences allows us to communicate more
effectively with others.

Figure 3 shows a thinking preferences diagram
developed by The Quicksilver Group.23

Figure 3: Thinking Preferences

21 For example, it was assumed that due to the shortage of developable
land in Hong Kong and the high local population density it was
necessary to continue to reclaim Victoria Harbor. Because this
assumption was held to be fact, the premise for reclamation of the
harbor was never examined. However, a successful campaign by
the Society for Protection of the Harbor demonstrated that land
could be made available for development through better urban
planning and urban regeneration rather than harbor reclamation.
The campaign highlighted the fact that reducing the size of Victoria
Harbor was far from being the best option in terms of promoting
development. See reference to the Society in Loh, Christine and

Civic Exchange (2002), Getting Heard: A Handbook for Hong Kong
Citizens, Hong Kong: Hong Kong University Press, pp. 23, 31.

22 Senge, Peter M (1994), The Fifth Discipline – The Art and Practice
of the Learning Organization, Doubleday: New York.

23 This diagram is used with the kind permission of The Quicksilver
Group. For more information about its work in creating “thinking
learning communicating processes,” see <www.qsilvertlc.com/
Qshomeie.htm>.
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Thinking preferences are influenced by subculture;
for example, people with an engineering
background may be used to working with and
analyzing numbers. However, in any given group
of people, the chances are good that more than
one type of thinking preference will be
represented. Some people in the group will want
more data and information, while some will want
to know about how things are organized and
planned. Others will rely on how they feel or wish
to explore issues in a more creative way.

Making better presentations

Civic Exchange has found that understanding
different ways of knowing and different thinking
preferences is a useful reference in putting
presentations together for specific audiences as
well as for the public at large. Being aware of the
particular thinking preferences of a certain group
allows us to design a presentation so that it
addresses the issues likely to be of greatest interest
to this group. The presentation can then be adapted
for use with another group that may have a
different set of thinking preferences. On the other
hand, when making a presentation to a random
group of people, the ability to provide the key
information needed for all thinking preferences
is very valuable.

10
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PART 3: Speech, Speeches & Conferences

This paper would be incomplete without some
discussion of speech communication since this is
integral to both thinking and dialogue. However,
as there are already many works on this subject,
it is only addressed briefly here.

Speech is the most universal way in which people
interact with each other. Through speech, we
express our ideas, emotions, and values. Others
gather information about us based on what we say
and how we say it. Our identity is closely associated
with our speech habits. Being able to communicate
effectively is a key Sustainability Tool.

Speech is situational

Having good communication skills is not just
about speaking well. It also requires the speaker
to appreciate how “situation shapes speech and how
speech shapes situation.” 24  In other words, speech
is situational. While language does not create the
world it is a mirror of how we see the world and
through language we shape our own world.

Shaping our speech

Speech choices are informed by age, gender, race,
culture, social position, subject, and intent.
Understanding the sociology of language helps
us to shape our speech in different types of
situations in order to communicate in the most
effective way.

Speech awareness also helps us to recognize the
ways in which political leaders, government
officials, community leaders, and the media shape
public perception and discussion. Sarah McGinty
notes, “An informed and thorough knowledge of
language, free from subjectivity and false ideas
about correctness or difference, can help you
speak with wiser intention, listen with greater
insight, and judge others with more equity.” 25

Speaking more effectively

Although there is widespread interest among
corporate executives, social advocates, and

political leaders in better communication, the use
of language is still not regarded as an essential
part of the educational curriculum. In many cases,
we fail to apply the findings of psychologists and
communication experts in improving the way we
speak and communicate.

For example, formal speeches usually involve
delivery of a written text to a passive audience. A
formal speech is prepared ahead of time and
focuses on what the speaker wants to say.
However, research suggests that this may not be
the most effective way of presenting information
and ideas. Furthermore, most speeches are longer
than they need to be. Some researchers believe
that the average attention span of most humans is
about 15 minutes. This means that people are
unlikely to hear and digest the key aspects of a
speech if it extends beyond this length. On the
other hand, if a speech is well structured and
relatively short, it is more likely that the audience
the key aspects of what was said.

Research also shows that people have different
types of attention orientations. Some prefer visual
stimulus while others need to move around. Only
a few people have a long auditory attention span.26

Sitting through a series of long speeches is actually
very demanding. A more successful format is to
keep speeches short and use small discussion
groups in order to allow listeners to be more engaged
with the issues and interact with each other.

Meetings, seminars, and conferences should be
designed with the goal of stimulating and
engaging the audience rather than putting the
emphasis on speakers and panelists. A frequent
mistake is to overemphasize the importance of
speakers and panelists and overlook the needs of
the audience.

24 McGinty, Sarah Myers (2001), Power Talk – Using Language to
Build Authority and Influence, Warner Books: New York, p. 2.

25  Ibid, p.7.
26 According to speech presentation experts, “the maximum length

of time that most audiences can concentrate on one speaker is 18
minutes.” See Bowman, Lee (1999), High Impact Presentations,
Bene Factum Publishing: London, p. 129.  “Attention” may be
defined as “focused mental engagement on a particular item of
information … Attention occurs between a relatively unconscious
narrowing phase, in which we screen out most of the sensory inputs
around us.” Davenport, Thomas H and John C. Beck (2001) The
Attention Economy, Harvard Business School, p. 20.
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Be clear about whether the purpose of the gathering is to enlist the support of
participants for a particular position or engage them in developing a position
and course of action. The former is an advocacy meeting, the latter an inquiry
gathering. However, a meeting may include both advocacy and inquiry. Being
clear about the basic purpose of a gathering is necessary in order to avoid
confusion about why people have been invited.

Make sure the venue and set-up are suitable for the purpose of the gathering.
Common problems include: (i) using a room that is too large; (ii) using a
long straight table for a panel discussion (a slightly curved layout of chairs is
preferable as this allows panelists to see each other and facilitates better
interaction between them); and (iii) failing to ensure that the audience can
see well.

Placing a speaker or panel on a stage is good in terms of visibility but bad in
the sense that it separates speakers and panelist from the audience. A better
option is to use a raised podium that is closer to the audience. Study the room
and see if anything can be done to facilitate a sense of closeness between the
speakers, panelists, and the audience.

(i) Beware of the status gap. Invite speakers and panelists who can help the
audience learn rather than because someone has a big title or is a major
sponsor. There are other ways of acknowledging these kinds of people than
by making them speakers or panelists.
(ii) Be aware of the fact that reading a long prepared text can act as a soporific
for the audience, even if the speaker has had training in making speeches.
People like to be engaged. When they are engaged they get more out of a
presentation. Summarizing the key points of a written speech in 15-20 minutes
in order to extend the Q/A session is much more engaging than reading the
entire text.
(iii) Design the panel in a way that allows panelists to interact with each other
rather than asking each panelist to make a speech before the discussion starts.

Make sure that the moderator moderates rather than taking over the discussion.
A moderator’s role is to enable the members of the panel to interact with
each other. If the panel is intended to reflect a diversity of views, a moderator
should do some homework to ensure s/he knows where the differences lie
and can help to bring these out. Good moderators never take over the discussion
but instead allow panelists to exchange views while preventing any one person
from monopolizing the discussion. A moderator should also ask panelists to
clarify anything that might be unclear to the audience, such as acronyms or
professional jargon.

A common oversight when organizing a gathering is to forget about the needs
of people who are there but do not get to speak – the audience. Avoid a series
of long speeches without other forms of stimuli since most audiences have a
short attention span. People are much more engaged by small group
discussions. Most types of gatherings can be designed to ensure a higher
level of interaction.

Figure 4: Organizing better conferences 27

1. What is the purpose
of the gathering?

2. Is the venue
properly laid out?

3. Are the speakers
and panelists
separated from the
audience?

4. Whom should we
invite to speak and
how long should the
speeches last?

5. Has the right
moderator been
selected?

6. Have we forgotten
about the audience?

27 Adapted from Gerzon, Mark, “Fifteen Obstacles to Dialogue, Notes on Making Conferences More Effective,” Mediators Foundation,
markgerzon@aol.com.
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PART 4: “Dialogue”

We use the term “dialogue” in this report to refer
to a special form of facilitated exchange between
people. It is often assumed that a dialogue is a
conversation between two people. The word
dialogue derives from two Greek words – dia,
meaning “through,” and logos, meaning “words”
or “meaning.” Therefore, the etymological roots
of the word suggest that dialogue involves the flow
of words and meaning from one person to another.
However, the word does not indicate that dialogue
is restricted to two people. Thus, a dialogue might
involve a group of people. 28

How does dialogue differ from other types of
verbal interaction? A conversation between two
friends might contain several different exchanges
of meaning. For example, they might start by
exchanging information about family members.

Debate

• Assume that there is one right answer: yours

• Combative: participants try to prove the other
side is wrong

• Purpose is to win

• Listen to detect flaws and make counter-
arguments

• Defend assumptions as truths and assert
assumptions as facts

• Critique the other side’s position

• Defend one’s own views against those of
others

• Search for flaws in other positions

• Seek a vote or conclusion that supports your
position

Dialogue

• Assume that many people have pieces of the
answer and that together they can create a
solution

• Collaborative: participants work together
towards common understanding

• Purpose is to explore common ground

• Listen to understand, find meaning and reach
agreement

• Identify and re-evaluate assumptions

• Re-examine all positions raised

• Admit that others’ thinking can improve one’s
own

• Search for strengths and value in other
positions

• Discover new options, not closure

28 Bohm, David and Lee Nichol, eds., (1996) On Dialogue.
29 Adapted from materials prepared by Mark Gerzon (1997), for the Bipartisan Congressional Retreat (USA).

There might be moments when they deliberate a
piece of news. They may discuss how a certain
issue should be resolved. They may argue and
debate the issue in a heated way. Each of these
interactions involves a different type of exchange.
In addition to these kinds of exchanges, there are
also other ,  more special ized forms of
conversations. These include negotiations, board
meetings, legislative debates, conflict resolution
processes, conferences, seminars, workshops,
counseling, psychotherapy, and court advocacy.

Debate is the opposite of dialogue. The following
table highlights some of the key differences
between dialogue and debate: 29

Special characteristics of dialogue

Dialogue processes have a number of distinctive
characteristics:
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1. Equality in status among the participants

Genuine dialogue requires all participants to
regard each other as equals so that everyone feels
comfortable speaking openly. Hierarchy is an
obstacle to dialogue. However, facilitating
dialogue between people of unequal status or
authority, such as managers and employees or
public figures and ordinary citizens, is possible
provided that participants feel that they are
participating as equals. Creating a dialogue
process that allows those in senior positions to
put aside their  status and where those in lower
positions feel no coercive influence to be
“politically correct” is by no means easy, but it
can be done if people are made aware of the need
for genuine equality.

“Equality in dialogue means that status
differences and coercive influences are
suspended so that participants can weigh one
another’s points of view on their intrinsic
merits rather than on the authority, power, or
prestige of the speakers.” 30

2. Listen to others with empathy and suspend
judgment

Successful dialogue requires participants to be
willing to listen to each other with empathy. When
we listen empathetically, we try to think another
person’s thoughts and feel another person’s
feelings. Even if we disagree with someone’s point
of view, we can still listen with empathy and
refrain from being judgmental or entering into an
argument. Dialogue is successful if we are able
to listen actively to other points of view and
suspend our own judgment. By listening
attentively and suspending judgment, we allow
ourselves to hear and understand the thoughts and
feelings of others.

3. Bring participants’ assumptions into the
open

Successful dialogue enables participants to
articulate and clarify underlying assumptions so
that they can gain a better understanding of each
other’s views and feelings. Lack of trust between

participants results in a tendency to see people
from different subcultures as opponents with
negative motives.

Speaking openly about our assumptions can be
difficult. Self-exposure is never easy. Our natural
instinct is to avoid speaking openly about deeply
held views because we fear that open discussion
of personal values or beliefs may lead to
disagreement or conflict. Therefore, in our daily
interactions with others, we tend to avoid being
open about our assumptions or adopt a defensive
stance on potentially controversial subjects.

While understandable, this instinct is not
necessarily conducive to successful dialogue. In
order to reach any understanding, we need to be
able to focus on the underlying assumptions of
different parties so that participants are aware of
conflicting value systems. Suspending judgment
gives us the opportunity to focus on key issues
rather than debating differences in opinion or
perspective. It may be that by addressing our
assumptions about each other, we discover that
our assumptions are mistaken, irrelevant, or
outdated. If we cannot bring assumptions into the
open they may go unexamined.

The value of dialogue

Thus, dialogue is a highly specialized form of
discussion that has its own set of principles. If
conducted with skill, dialogue can increase mutual
understanding, discover common ground, and
enhance the bonds of community. While dialogue
is not a panacea for all our problems, it is often
the missing element in building a greater sense of
community, which in turn fosters closer social
relationships and the possibility for collaborative
problem solving. On a basic level, dialogue is
about inclusion.

30 Yankelovich, Daniel (1999), The Magic of Dialogue – Transforming
Conflict into Cooperation, p. 126.
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PART 5: Integrating thinking and
dialogue

Every day there is a range of public gatherings
that provide us with the opportunity to learn about
various issues. These include conferences,
seminars, forums, workshops, town hall
gatherings, and other types of meetings. However,
many of the gatherings offer limited opportunities
for learning or the exchange of views and feelings
because they have not been designed to maximize
the level of engagement among participants.

Holding a successful meeting is not simply a
question of hiring the right experts to design and
manage the discussion. Based on our own
experience in organizing different gatherings, we
believe that leadership is key to successful
dialogue. Moreover, our experience suggests that
the dialogue process is as important as the
dialogue content. Indeed, the right process can
greatly enhance exploration of the substance.

The “hired gun” vs  the “leadership” approach

As we have already noted in this paper, we view
the process of bringing diverse groups together
to discuss public issues as an important way of
enabling citizens to understand and solve
problems. Therefore, we feel that the “hired gun”
approach to dialogue – i.e. bringing in professional
consultants to design and run gatherings – limits
the potential for group learning and leadership
development.

This paper makes an argument for a “leadership”
approach to dialogue, where we pay as much
attention to the deliberative process as to the
content itself because the process is what creates
inclusion – intent alone is not sufficient. Moreover,
it is the process that helps to generate new ideas
(which is another way of saying that it generates
knowledge). Designing the dialogue process
should be regarded as a critical part of the way
we operate in a working environment and in civic
life.

If an organization opts for the hired gun approach
in planning a gathering, those involved are

unlikely to continue to make changes once the
facilitator is absent. By adopting a leadership
rather than a hired gun approach, the organization
internalizes the process and recognizes that special
skills are required for collective learning and
effective communication. The organization is also
more l ikely  to  in tegrate  d ia logue and
communication processes into working life.

This is not to say that there is no place for a
professional facilitator if the leadership approach
is adopted. Indeed, consultants can still be brought
in to facilitate dialogue and may contribute
signficantly to the value of the exchange.
However, the whole process and any subsequent
follow-up will be greatly enhanced because there
is a heightened awareness of how to use
Sustainability Tools to sustain the dialogue
process.

Sustainability Tools and leadership skills

We believe, therefore, that a basic understanding
of the “thinking,” “speech communication,” and
“dialogue” skills discussed in earlier sections of
this paper is a key leadership tool. Awareness of
and the ability to question our own assumptions,
knowing how to put a group together for the
exchange of views and ideas, the ability to listen
actively to others in an empathetic way, guiding
discussions so that underlying assumptions are
articulated and explored, using language in a way
that makes all members of a group feel
comfortable, and knowing when to take a decision
are important leadership skills, whether in the
public or private sector. Leadership is about
communicating and working with people in order
to create the best environment to complete a task
or solve a problem. Skills that help leaders to
develop their ideas, communicate with others, and
work with different groups of people are essential
for everyone.
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PART 6: Conclusion

This paper discusses the importance of developing
critical thinking and dialogue skills as a
community. Civic Exchange believes that
strengthening these skills will greatly enhance the
political process as:

• Citizens can empower themselves by learning
about how to use dialogue in order to deal with
complex public issues and provide input on
public policy; and

• Authorities can tap civic energies and abilities
more effectively and improve the political
process by providing opportunities to interact
with citizens through public dialogue.

Despite the fact that we live in a world where
information is often confusing, contradictory, and
uncertain, citizens can increase their capacity to
understand and address complex, open-ended
public policy challenges by organizing dialogue
gatherings in their neighborhoods, civic
associations, and clubs. Organizations, whether
commercial or non-profit, can also use dialogue
to help staff members and volunteers reconnect
with each other and renew the purpose of the
organization.

Leaders today, whether in business or politics,
need to be able to create the appropriate
environments for people to clarify complexity and
build consensus on what to do. They also need to
keep learning themselves by being willing and
able to question their own assumptions. Creating
the appropriate environment for people to work
together invariably involves creating the
appropriate processes to help people to learn and
deliberate difficult issues.

For these reasons, we advocate that Sustainability
Tools should be a formal part of the school
curriculum. Currently, these skills are regarded
as useful but not critical by educators, whether at
the primary or at the post-tertiary level. Nor are
these skills identified as leadership skills, even
though many leadership programs that teach some
of these skills. Perhaps the education system

(including professional training programs) fails
to see these skills as fundamental because in
today’s economy, most of these skills are available
for hire. Organizations and politicians can call in
consultants when they need to write a speech,
conduct team-building, create organizational
consensus, or resolve a conflict. The fact that
organizations are willing to invest in hiring these
skills suggests that on some level, these skills are
seen to be critical for professional life. What is
needed now is recognition of the fact that these
skills are also integral to successful social
interaction.

We believe that because “thinking” and “dialogue”
skills are essential everything that we do as
humans, it would be far better if our education
system equipped us with these tools from the start.
If we had a basic understanding of how to be more
effective thinkers and communicators, we would
have a better chance of transforming our own lives
as well as the work and civic environments in
which we operate.
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