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In April of 2005, SPARC BC held a dialogue on community accessibility, in partnership with the SFU Morris J. Wosk Centre for Dialogue. Apart from expanding the understanding and awareness of dialogue participants around accessibility issues, the project also developed a process for organizing a community dialogue. 

Introduction to the Dialogue process
A public dialogue process attempts to provide communities with a new way to promote public engagement and participation processes where all citizens are able to influence decision making and have real impact on community development.  The process instills in communities a sense of cooperation and provides the opportunity to participate in civic activities and a chance to influence community planning.

Citizens are increasingly demanding that public policy and community planning decisions be made in an open forum where processes are transparent to the public and open to public analysis.  Citizens are choosing to become more engaged in the processes that determine how their communities are going to function and the local opportunities that will be created.  Local governments and communities must now find ways to harness and respond to this interest.  

There are a number of tools that can be used to promote citizen engagement including deliberative polling, study circles, conferences, and forums.  The public dialogue process, however, moves beyond these traditional consultation processes and is an ideal way to truly engage communities and their citizens.  Citizens are encouraged to determine underlying values, think about all facets of an issue, and work towards creating a common group.  

Organizing a Dialogue in Your Community
The dialogue process can be used in any community – urban or rural, big or small - to further the discussion about a community issue and to improve local service, resource and participation provision.  A dialogue can be organized in your community to bring together local community members with a wide range of interests to encourage discussion about issues that matter to your community. 

The dialogue is used to foster interaction and discussion among residents, to gather opinions and guide community initiatives in a common direction, and to enable resources to be utilized efficiently.  A dialogue will result in the inclusion of all community members in a process that is able to stimulate thought and gather information about a range of important community issues.    

Getting Started: The Role of the Community or Agency

Initiating a dialogue process in your community will require the sponsorship of a host agency or group of individuals who have identified the need for such an event.  The community or host agency will be responsible for providing the necessary resources to set the process and structure up and to follow it to completion.  They will be responsible for selecting and organizing an advisory committee.

The Role of the Advisory Committee

Deciding whether your community can benefit from the use of a dialogue process is the first step.  The advisory committee is established along with a plan for the collection and analysis of the information shared during the dialogue discussion.  The selection of the overall topic that is relevant to the community locally is the responsibility of the planning committee.  

Selecting an agenda for the dialogue will be determined by the Advisory Committee.  The theme of the dialogue will represent the issues that organizers would like the community to address and to provide feedback on.  Core questions to be discussed during the dialogue, or breakout sessions, will be selected by coordinators.  These questions are intended to spur creative thinking and get all participants involved in the discussion.   
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Dialogue Participants

Dialogue organizers must ensure that a diverse range of participants who will ensure a well rounded discussion are invited to be part of the process.   Members of the advisory committee are solicited to submit participants to be invited from their circles of influence.  Selecting participants is important, as the aim of the dialogue is to recognize and appreciate the wide range of opinions that represent the current views on a particular issue.   Participants may include members of key stakeholder groups within the community, experts who can contribute technical knowledge, and members of the general public.  The number of participants invited to participate will vary depending on the purpose of the dialogue, but it is reasonable to plan for breakout groups, that would be helped by a small group facilitator and a note taker.  

Prior to the dialogue, participants should be provided with an outline describing the dialogue concept and its rules; what is going to occur during the dialogue and an explanation of the overall process.   A community issue fact sheet and any information regarding the discussion topics should also be provided to ensure participants have a basic understanding of the issues that will be discussed.  Expectations for the creation of a supportive and creative discussion environment should be expressed by coordinators so that participants arrive with an open mind, eager to listen and to be part of the innovative process.         

Role of a Moderator

Organizing a successful dialogue process will include the selection of a dialogue moderator whose responsibility is to guide the overall dialogue process.  This moderator will have a foundation of knowledge regarding the topic being discussed and will be able to introduce the dialogue topic and answer general questions that may arise throughout the process.  The moderator should ensure that participants understand that the process is intended to foster in-depth discussion and idea sharing.  Keeping discussions lively and relevant will require a dynamic facilitator, well-versed in the issue topic.

Roles of the Facilitators and Note Takers

Small groups discussion facilitators will guide participants through an interactive discussion where all are encouraged to share their ideas.  A brief training session of the facilitators and note takers is highly recommended as both will have a relatively significant impact on the discussions and outcomes of those discussions around the table.  Given the different communication and participation styles and needs of the group members, small group facilitators should also be prepared to respectfully accommodate those needs, and ensure that everyone has a chance to contribute and to participate. Comments and general themes are documented by note takers who are responsible for providing clear and accurate details about the discussion taking place. 

Role of Dialogue Weavers

Weavers are responsible for summarizing the discussions that took place and the ideas generated throughout the entire dialogue process and during the breakout groups.  They present this information to the entire group in a cohesive manner so that everyone benefits from the discussions that have occurred and the most important aspects of the dialogue are reflected on as a summary of a hard day’s work.

Day of the Dialogue
The Event
Once all participants have arrived, the rules and intention of the dialogue should be reviewed by the dialogue facilitator, a general summary of the issues at hand presented, and any supplementary information distributed.  After introductions and dialogue instructions have been completed, discussion can be completed as one group if total participant numbers are small or in breakout groups if enrollment is high.  Participants are then given the opportunity to introduce themselves and to briefly describe their interest in the subject at hand to their peers at the table.  

You may choose to break participants up into smaller discussion groups depending on the total size of your group and the range of issues you wish to cover during the dialogue.  If multiple themes are going to be addressed, then smaller breakout groups guided by a facilitator and note taker will be needed for each group.  For a smaller dialogue where fewer participants will be present and a single topic is going to be addressed, breakout groups may not be necessary and only a single organized group discussion needed.    

In order to ensure that a holistic view of the issue is taken dialogue participants will be organized into mixed groups with representatives of all community sectors in each group. After discussion is completed each breakout group may choose to assign one member to report back to all dialogue participants about their group’s discussion.  

Dialogue weavers bring the session to a close by summarizing the main ideas generated during the dialogue.  Closing remarks and acknowledgements may be made by the Planning Committee. 

After the Dialogue: Public Dialogue Materials

In order to ensure that the process and the information generated is available for future analysis, all activities must be recorded and made available to the public.

Once the dialogue has been completed, all activities should be recorded and made available to both dialogue participants, and the community at large. Participants and community members should also be provided with clear information on how the information generated during the dialogue can be accessed and where it will be kept for future reference.  These materials should be written in plain language, be objective, and reflect a neutral perspective.

Information and ideas resulting from the dialogue are to be used to spur further community action and participation.  

Planning a Dialogue:





Questions to Address





What is the goal and why should participants care?





Who is going to attend and have we included everyone?





What will participants be expected to do?
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