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A Guide for Thinking through Conversations using tools from Sustained 
Dialogue  

 
 

 
 

For use by the Sustained Dialogue Campus Network 
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!
I!J6#%<$,5)!4&2!I11$7,./!)6#!D+5)0,.#-!8,0$&/+#K!H2&%#55!!

!
£ Is there something more logical to do (than organize dialogue)? Have the people most impacted by 

the issue asked for a different type of action or activity?  
 

£ Groups can be formed to affect any large community challenge. Often, they are formed to improve 
challenging relationships between groups or to approach large-scale intergroup conflicts. Do you 
have trusted partners from each of the groups involved in the conflict who are eager to dialogue? 

 
£ Is participating beneficial for all groups involved? [Note: Dialogue groups applying the Sustained 

Dialogue® process must work to: 1) improve relationships AND 2) take action.]  
 

£ Have potential dialogue participants opted into a dialogue process? Dialogue can never be 
mandatory. Participants need to opt into dialogue in three key ways: 

o Opting into dialogue as a method of communication (rather than debate or discussion) 
o Opting into sharing personal experiences  
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"60)!02#!)6#!N!D)0/#5!&4!)6#!D+5)0,.#-!8,0$&/+#K!12&%#559 
 

Dialogue groups meet with the same participants and moderators each time. As they meet, they progress 
through these 5 stages. Not all groups experience the 5 stages linearly. Yet, well-moderated groups do 
engage in each of the stages. The stages build on each other while remaining flexible and adaptable to 

groups' needs.!!

Stage 1: WHO? 
Deciding and Committing to Engage 
• Organizers, Conveners, and Mods listen to community needs to draft a topic 
• Decide who needs to be at the table in order to lead to change 
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D0'1$#!L2&+1!(&2'5 
 
!
H02),%,10),&.!2#U+,2#5!2#51#%),./!0$$!102),%,10.)5!05!6+'0.!*#,./5!;6&5#!$,3#5!603#!#U+0$!30$+#!)&!
7&+2!&;.Q!

Disagreeing is important. Dehumanizing or belittling others is not appropriate here. !
!
I3&,-!5)0)#'#.)5!)60)!&3#25,'1$,47!%&'1$#?!)6,./5!,.)&!:#,)6#2R&2P!&2!:/&&-!&2!*0-PQ 

We’ll make sure not to oversimplify complex events or topics, or else we’ll be under pressure to 
agree. 

!
"#!;,$$!'0<#!',5)0<#5!05!102)!&4!)6,5!12&%#55!0.-!)6#.!-#0$!;,)6!)6#5#!%&.5#U+#.%#5!05!0!/2&+1Q!

Each of us may say hurtful things here. We will work together to deal openly with the emotional 
results. 

!
D602#!0,2),'#Q!

No dominating the conversation. Try not to interrupt or have side conversations. 
!
"#!02#!0$$!#?1#2)5!&.!&+2!&;.!1#25&.0$!#?1#2,#.%#Q)

Acknowledge the validity of others’ experiences.   
!
I--2#55!)6#!5)0)#'#.)F!.&)!)6#!1#25&.Q! 

Participants may express opinions or make statements that will offend or oppose the beliefs of 
others. The group should agree that in these situations, they should react by addressing ;60) was 
said, not ;6& said it.  

!
H02),%,10.)5!2#12#5#.)!&.$7!)6#'5#$3#5!0.-!02#!.&)!2#12#5#.)0),3#5!&4!5&%,0$!/2&+15Q!

Though you may choose to, in dialogue, group members are not expected to explain group views. 
!
V5#!:WP!5)0)#'#.)5Q 

Saying, “I believe,” “I think,” or “I feel” avoids generalizations, and makes participants own their 
statements. 0.(,1)2'3"$#)45)%,,/)!"#$6).+)45)%,,/)%&'%
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Y&-#20),./!E,1!D6##)!
 
"60)!,5!Y&-#20),./9!
The moderator is responsible for managing group meetings, keeping dialogues on track (in terms of time 
and topic), and ensuring each member’s voice is heard. By taking a group through a process that produces 
a specific outcome, a moderator generally encourages all members to participate.  By recognizing the 
unique and valuable contributions of each member, the moderator plays an active and critical role in 
ensuring that a community taps into its own knowledge. !
 
"60)!Y0<#5!0!L&&-!Y&-#20)&29!
Competent moderators have both personal characteristics and acquired skills that make them good at what 
they do.  Many good moderators make a difficult process seem very natural and intuitive, even when lots of 
planning and training goes into the craft. Good moderators: 

• Value people and their ideas • Are excellent communicators 

• Think quickly and logically • Are both product and process oriented 

• Are not there to teach • Are familiar with common perspectives on the topic 
 
E2&+*$#56&&),./!Y&-#20),./G!
!
D)07,./!&.R)05<!0.-!&.R),'#Q!!!
With groups of passionate and knowledgeable people, it is easy to veer off onto other topics or easily get 
side-tracked by minute details of a conversation.  As a moderator, you may be required to intervene to keep 
the event on track and obtain optimal productivity. In order to help the group stay focused, you may want to:!
• Remind the group of the “keep focused” expectation 
• Don’t be afraid to directly re-focus the group on a particular agenda item 
• 
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E6#!OU+,)0*$#!g0%,$,)0),&.!E&&$*&?!

 
"6#.!)&!W.)#23#.#G!

!
• W.30$,-0),./G!dismissing or rejecting someone's thoughts, feelings, or behaviors. 
• W.305,3#G!intruding on a person's thoughts or privacy 
• 8#6+'0.,@,./G!depriving a person or group of positive human qualities or putting them lesser than 

one’s own self or group in a hierarchy 
• C&5),$#G!showing active opposition toward something, someone, or a group 
• J&'1#),./G!striving against one another to gain or win something 
• a112#55,&.!a$7'1,%5G!ignoring someone else’s pain in favor of sharing one’s own painful narrative 
• g+2)6#2,./!:B0))$#!g0),/+#PG!Treating someone as if they should have to explain their identity or 

presence because of some aspect of their background  
o a)6#2,./: viewing or treating a person or group as intrinsically different from or alien to oneself. 

 
 

1. E#$$!)6#!/2&+1!,.!)6#!4,25)!'##),./!)&!#?1#%)!)&!6#02!#?1#2,#.%#5!&4!'02/,.0$,@0),&.F!0)!)6#!
575)#',%F!$&%0$F!0.-!,.-,3,-+0$!$#3#$5G!
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5. In your 4th meeting, a participant shares that a school that they went to previously had to be closed 
because of dangerous building materials like asbestos in the basement, where most of their classwork 
was held. Another participant quickly jumps in and says, “Oh my goodness! I connect with that so much. 
My school was also rundown. Our laptops were so old I was embarrassed to be seen with one in public!” 

 
Practice thinking relationally in the following 2 scenarios: 

 
1) At a small college there are strained relationships between college administrators and students 

organizing to increase the hourly wages for dining hall workers on campus. Tensions have been steadily 
increasing as students have engaged in an escalating sequence of nonviolent direct action. 
 

2) A recent free speech event planned by a conservative student group on campus was peacefully 
protested by students who felt that the speaker should not be allowed to speak on campus due to 
previous antisemitic comments. Ever since the event and the related protest, there have been tensions 
between the leaders of the conservative group, the protestors, and the leaders of a Jewish student 
association.
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