Reporting back:  

Attracting Conservative Citizens to Dialogue Events: Liberal-Conservative Campus Dialogue & Mormon-Evangelical Interfaith Initiatives

Jacob Hess, Ph.D. Candidate at the University of Illinois and Rev. Greg Johnson, Pastor and Director of Standing Together

During our workshop on conservatives and dialogue, we distributed a survey in hopes of gathering thoughts of this self-selected group—promising that we would transcribe and report them on the NCDD website.  

After the session, we searched for the feedback forms, but were only able to find a handful (8 of them).  So . . if your comments are not included here, they were carried off by someone unbeknownst.  Our apologies!  

Here are the results—presented and analyzed beneath each of the five questions asked.  

[For power-point slides from ½ of the presentation (Jacob’s part), see the NCDD website.  Here is the abstract of what we shared]--    

Although dialogue events may be arguably beneficial to citizens from any background, many communities still face unique barriers to participation. With a growing attention to the limited participation of conservative-leaning individuals in such events, there has been much speculation and theorizing as to “why conservatives don’t like dialogue?!” As conservative practitioners of dialogue ourselves, we offer insights from our own work in two dialogue initiatives across Liberal-Conservative and Mormon-Evangelical lines. After describing each project and sharing a brief video illustration, we will share stories and results (both positive and negative) that reflect a full picture of their impact. Next, we will discuss together unique lessons learned about structuring and framing dialogue events to be attractive to a broad range of citizens - including in their socio-political diversity. Finally, we will facilitate an open discussion with participants to explore questions and wisdom from experiences other people bring.
(Social) conservatives and dialogue:  Your experiences and thoughts?  
[Since not everyone will have a chance to share (enough) verbally, we invite you to share some of your thoughts and experiences on this topic—with a commitment from us to summarize and report all responses on the NCDD website within two weeks].
1) Tell us a little about your own experience with this issue—whether that is working with social conservative-leaning citizens in dialogue settings or engaging in dialogue as one yourself. 
Several people working or preparing to facilitate liberal/conservative exchange, with one mention of difficulty “recruiting” conservatives: 

· Trouble in recruiting social conservatives to long term policy discussion. –Dennis Boyer

· I have helped facilitate/organized and participated in some dialogue events which aimed to bring (social) conservatives and (social) liberals together for difficult dialogues such as science education and Iraq policy.  --Pete Bsumek
· As minister—disagree with very “inerrant” fundamentalism, rigid beliefs—disagree with Christ-centric, I-am-the-way exclusivism 

· Unfortunately, I don’t interact extensively with social conservatives.  

· I’ve facilitated online public policy discussions on a variety of topics.  Our goal is always to include a diversity of political perspectives.  Unfortunately, we often work in communities with strong liberal biases, which skews participants in a liberal direction.  --Tim Erickson

· Researcher and dialogue co-designed facilitator for different groups within the United Methodist church on homosexuality and denomination policies—involving more conservative and more liberal advocates.  --J. B. Stephens

· I create discussion spaces in my classroom.  I assign social conservative, social liberals, and more as reading assignments.  And all points of view are welcome but also subject to scrutiny.  --Phil Neisser

· My organization will be working in a community with a large Mormon population.  I am also interested in this just as a person who is concerned about a seeming and real conservative-liberal divide.  

· I am a mediator and facilitator, working mostly in the environmental field. In these dispute resolution processes I work with all kinds of people -- the full spectrum. As mediator, I am the one responsible for helping those on opposite sides to listen and understand each other. Although I consider myself a liberal, I am "neutral" when working as a mediator. --Lucy Moore

2) From your own experience, what barriers have you seen conservative-leaning citizens facing in their participation with dialogue?  

Response to this and #4 were the richest.  Some themes I see:  a) belief in absolutes—presumably underlying a resistance to participate.  b) bad previous experiences--past experiences feeling marginalized or pressured.  c) Based on my experience, I also resonate with the idea that conservatives may see dialogue as a waste of time—“just talking” or “distracting”—perhaps from “settings they see as more affirming” (like advocacy or preaching/worship for religious conservatives?) d) Perhaps the biggest barrier is seeing dialogue settings as “rigged” towards a liberal agenda (see bold statements below).  
· Suspicion of other participants, concern that they will be pressured, disdain of talk for talk’s sake, time commitments to settings they see as more affirming –Dennis Boyer

· Concerns of “stacked” processes, biased goals, etc.  Facilitators, like me, who were inadequate to the task of dealing with “absolutist” perspectives/identities.  --Pete Bsumek
· Condescending—emphasis on “individual responsibility” rather than “community”

· Outwardly in the political process, conservatives do not engage in dialogue, or don’t appear to show values in this area (i.e., G. bush, Cheney)

· As mentioned above, working in liberal communities conservatives often have a history of being marginalized and come into discussions in a defensive mode.  I also wonder if there is a “conservative” style of discussion and how it works in a dialogue environment.  --Tim Erickson

· Talk about topics with hidden/not-so-hidden purpose of conservative compromise/change

      Ethos of tolerance, listening *leads* to acceptance or muting difference

      Advocacy more important—dialogue is distracting 

      Talk ( find agreement = compromise

       Sponsors of dialogue are viewed as liberal and thus the purpose, style, etc. will be biased against conservative views.  --J. B. Stephens

· Like others, they want to be friendly and not attack others, so they retreat from discussion into assenting comments like “that’s just what I believe. . . “ 2) they’re afraid of being “tricked” by an invitation to talk that actually aims to make them “relativist” (or so they think) --Phil Neisser

· General disagreement with effort to be discussed.  

       Fear of being only conservative on minority in discussion

· They face the same barriers anyone faces -- danger of being stereotyped, looked down on, misunderstood. Also, barrier of their own fears and reluctance to open up, trust, assume the best in the other. --Lucy Moore

3) Please share any feedback, questions or thoughts you have about our comments in the presentation.
 The last two comments really taught me a lot—first, the mixture of fear and openness that seems to be required in some of these tough dialogues and second, Lucy’s honest reflection on personal learning and her deeply mixed emotional response.   

· More suggestions about how to frame things--Pete Bsumek

· It’s great to hear of the connection between pride and not-listening.  Excessive pride is a problem on all sides.  --Phil Neisser

· I appreciate more the need to see my own biases and beliefs in my political views, even how I view separation of church and state.  But I am also at some level afraid of social conservatives coming together to confront what I see as positive or okay cultural shifts.  I suppose if at this point we can have a dialogue that allows us to open our minds and hearts, I will just have to trust where we go next.  

[I thought this was a powerful statement . .as was the following ]

· About your presentations:  I had a big, big revelation. At 64, I have thought my whole life that to be open-minded, all accepting, non-judgemental toward different people, beliefs, and values was an absolute good thing. How could it be bad to be tolerant, embracing, accepting all beliefs as valid? Wouldn't everyone appreciate that attitude, since it includes everyone? What I heard from you is that having an absolute truth is fundamentally, critically important to you. It is the most important thing. It may be easier for you to deal with each other, or with others who have conflicting versions of the truth, than to do deal with someone like me who doesn't seem to advocate any particular truth, but sees it all as relative. That was a giant eye-opening and mind-opening revelation for me. I am not sure what to do about it, but understanding it is really important for me. 

The other moment that stuck with me was when the man from California spoke specifically about his feelings as a gay man when his neighbor put up an offensive banner. I suddenly remembered the real-life implications of social conservatism, that there are actions behind those beliefs that may be opposed to what I believe to be fair, just, etc. I had forgotten those real-life conflicts as I listened to the two of you, and felt such a bond of humanity with you. It was like a wedge between us... again... it made me sad. Understanding each other's values is a very good thing, but then how do we deal with those situations and topics where we impact each other negatively? much to think about... --Lucy Moore
4) For those with interest or experience in liberal/conservative dialogue, what do you see as key issues or next steps in spreading this kind of work?  
Among the “next steps” raised was discussion of practical ways of facilitating more of the same, including framing advice on how to draw both liberal and conservative citizens, a practice model that draws facilitators from both camps and the compiling of materials that others can use.   

· Need better framing on how to present dialogue and make recruitment pitches.  –Dennis Boyer

· Create soft spaces for this conversation.  

· Teams of organizers and facilitators—need the “one from each camp” model—a network system.  --Pete Bsumek
· Pick issues and pick/recruit radical leftists and rightists on issues (readers) and involve them in designing conservative/liberal dialogues.  --Phil Neisser

· Importance and emphasis on relationship and friendship; Developing dialogical skills
      Convicted civility; Compiling and sharing videos, written materials, lessons, etc.  --J. B. Stephens 

· Competing against well-financed forces which promote polarization and seek to divide and conquer.  --Tim Erickson

· Both of you should continue to do just what you're doing, in every forum that is available. --Lucy Moore

5) For those with interest or experience in interfaith dialogue, in what ways is your work similar or different to Greg and Bob’s efforts? 
Three individuals saw Greg and Bob’s LDS/Evangelical dialogue efforts as more aimed at areas of agreement and unambiguous conviction than their own—as well as utilizing insider facilitators.  Dennis added a reflection on how different the liberal/conservative divide felt from a lds/evangelical one.  
· Short-term, episodic, I am a non-methodist “outside” facilitator--J. B. Stephens

· I write about the need for more disagreement and a more pro-disagreement society—see United We Fall (Praiger, 2008) --Phil Neisser

· I aim to recruit participants with high tolerance for ambiguity and comfort with perplexity.  Also work to create empathic approaches (visioning exercises and alter egos) –Dennis Boyer

· It was a bit hard for me to generalize from LDS/evangelical dichotomy—interesting, but based on a different set of divides than conservative/liberal. –Dennis Boyer

As before, with any additional specific inquiries, questions or comments, feel free to contact jzhess@gmail.com (Jacob Hess) or greg@standingtogether.org (Gregory Johnson)
