


I was fortunate to have the opportunity to participate in the National Coalition on Dialogue and Deliberation 
(NCDD) conference, held in Reston, Virginia from Oct. 17 – 19, 2014. This is a remarkable and energizing 
conference, for many reasons. I highly recommend that those who are interested in dialogue and deliberation 
attend at least one NCDD conference.


One of the take home messages I have received from NCDD, as well as from my experiences with ABCD overall, 
is the need to build capacity in dialogue and deliberation. One viable and vital contribution of public deliberation 
is that it can lead to substantive outcomes for policy. By bringing in a diverse range of people and perspectives, 
problems can be addressed in a potentially new light, leading to innovative outcomes that otherwise may not 
have taken shape. In order for this to happen, the people involved – including organizers, facilitators, note takers, 
and citizen participants – need to have requisite skills. These include, but are not limited to, the ability to learn 
from alternative perspectives, to examine factual evidence in light of existing values and normative 
commitments, and to wrestle with conflicting values and trade – offs. These skills do not just appear on demand; 
rather, they require ongoing training and practice.


In his working paper ‘Beginning with the end in mind’[1], Martín Carcasson distinguishes first, second and third 
order goals of deliberation. First order goals refer to issue learning and skill development; second order refer to 
improved community action and institutional decision making; and third order refer to improved community 
problem solving. As Carcasson cautions, “first-order goals should not be considered mere side effects on the 
way to action, but are critical in their own right.”[2]


At NCDD, I attended two sessions that illustrated how such capacity building can be developed and sustained: 
“The Deliberative Facilitator: Developing Theory and Practice” run by Martín Carcasson and “Training small 
group facilitators and notetakers: Building and Sharing Capacity” run by ABCD practitioners Jacquie Dale, 
Susanna Haas Lyon and Mary Pat MacKinnon. Both sessions raised awareness of the inevitable tensions and 
difficulties that arise in deliberative fora, and the need for sustained discussion about and practice with how to 
manage these tensions in practical situations. These were just a few of the numerous sessions that explored how 
to build capacity in dialogue and deliberation.


A particularly vibrant group at the conference revolved around building capacity for deliberative democracy at 
university and college levels. I hope to learn more from these groups in the future, particularly as universities 
have an important role to play in fostering skills in dialogue and deliberation for the next generation of 
democratic citizens.
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[1] Carcasson, M. 2009. Beginning with the end in mind: A call for goal driven deliberative practice  (pdf). Center for Advances in Public 
Engagement. Occasional Paper.

[2] Ibid, p. 3
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