
My ABCD colleague, Gwendolyn Blue described the National Coalition on Dialogue and Deliberation (NCDD) 
Conference as not only a great venue to learn much about dialogue and deliberation, but as a gathering where 
you participate in a host of interesting conversations about issues you care about. Gwen’s characterization fits 
what I experienced. The NCDD is composed of a very friendly and passionate group of people, most of whom 
are trying to make a difference with the work they do. Many of the conference sessions were focused on 
improving one’s facilitation skills and useful tools for effectively engaging people in dialogue and deliberation. 
But in the sessions I attended, the discussions also engaged with a broader array of issues about how to 
influence the quality and depth of the public conversations being convened about important social issues, a 
matter I care about. But perhaps more importantly, the NCDD sessions, and the stimulating conversations with 
my other ABCD colleagues, helped deepen my understanding of public engagement and DD, and challenged a 
number of my assumptions and “understandings” to provide me with a more complex view of public 
engagement. To give you a snapshot of some of what I took away from the NCDD 2014, I will highlight a little of 
my learning.


I attended a short session titled “Deliberation Boot Camp”. Atypical of most of the NCDD sessions, this 
workshop was not an interactive forum, but rather an old fashion lecture delivered by Martin Carcasson. In 20 
minutes he very quickly (he admitted, he knew he was not breathing) explained the nature of many public 
problems in the 21st century, the flaws of our current methods to address them, and how deliberative inquiry 
offers a different method of public engagement. Much of the substantive material he presented I had been 
exposed to through previous conversations with, or presentations by, the incredible facilitators working with 
ABCD, namely Mary Pat McKinnon, Susanna Haas Lyons and Jacquie Dale. What resonated for me in this 
session, and helped me better understand DD, were a number of Martin’s ancillary, more folksy comments, such 
as:


• you need to change the conversation in order to find new solutions

• the deliberative inquiry process should be designed to allow people to learn and help them change their 

    minds

• most engagement processes are designed to let people talk; DD is directed at teaching people to listen to 

each other.


With respect to this latter point, Martin pointed out how public hearings are not typically about the public hearing 
much, but rather are forums designed to allow people to speak their piece, but not struggle with the conflicting 
values/tensions of the issue at hand. Consequently we need to have public engagement forums that are 
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designed to support divergent thinking and dissent. “False consciousness” is typically the outcome if you don’t 
have such dissensions in a DD inquiry.


Martin also discussed the important role of data in these processes. He pointed out how data or good 
information does not in itself point to  how to fix or resolve complex social problems, and, not all data or 
information is equal. So the role of the deliberative facilitator is to find a way to include the good data in the 
process and filter out the bad. While good facilitators need to practice what he calls “passionate impartiality,” at 
the same time they need to recognize that extreme open-mindedness is problematic; not all opinions are equal. 
Given the work we are doing in using deliberative dialogue to seed public conversations about climate change in 
Alberta, these comments really resonated for me.


The final workshop I attended was a panel titled, “Building Bridges Between Deliberative Democracy and 
Collaborative Public Policy” and featured Wendy Willis, Executive Director of the Policy Consensus Institute; 
Carolyn Lukensmeyer, Director of the National Institute for Civil Discourse; and Mary Jacksteit, Associate with 
the Public Conversations Project. This session was part two of a dialogue about how to bring together the fields 
of collaborative public policy making/conflict resolution and deliberative democracy. It began with a discussion 
of the how many working in public policy and collaborative governance view DD as a practice that is focused on 
creating good public dialogue (it’s “just about talking”) but it is not about reaching a final decision. On the other 
hand, some in DD see public policy practitioners as working to advance the agendas of government and 
corporations, and view DD as doing work to surface the “tough issues” that too often get ignored by most public 
policy, as well as to provide a voice to those who are typically left out of public policy debates. The 
characterizations of these fields and the issues raised in the discussion connected, for me, to issues the ABCD 
team had been struggling with about how deliberation on complex environmental issues can make a real political 
difference. I think few would disagree with the view of DD practitioners such as Martin Carcasson and others that 
we need different kinds of public conversations if we are going to create effective and adequate public 
responses to issues like climate change, in order to allow most people and the remaining species on the planet a 
decent quality of life. I think DD is a part of this change process, but I am not convinced that it alone offers the 
path to significant social change. What do you think we need to do to effectively address climate change as a 
“wicked” social issue?


This entry was originally posted 6 November 2014 on the ABCD project website. 
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