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Shared Thoughts Don’t Always Need Responses - But They Do Deserve Witness:

Using Witness Circles to Invite a Different Kind of Dialogue and Sharing

Showcase Session, National Coalition for Dialogue and Deliberation Conference, August 4, 2006 -- San Francisco, California, USA

Often people need to name things and share them - but they do not need you or anyone else to solve or respond to them: they need simply to be heard.   “Samoan” Circles invite participants to share thoughts on complex and even conflicting issues - without feeling that someone will be solving, arguing or debating what they are sharing - and knowing that what they say will be witnessed by others.  Inquiry Circles invite deep, rich thinking through the sharing of richly-textured questions, without any cross-dialogue but instead engaging the group in deep listening and weaving a deeper understanding together.  I use the term “Witness Circles” as an overarching term for these and other similar methods - because a guiding value and major element of these methods is full, deep listening of someone else’s truth.  These methods can be used for the first part of a longer conference or meeting -- as a way to share stories, experiences and data, if you will, about the issue or topic of the meeting.  Or this can be the method for a short session within a conference or meeting.  Either way, if the topic at hand involves high emotion or conflict, be very sure to schedule enough time for the circle -plus- a good bit of free time afterwards during which participants can go off on their own or together to process their learnings and emotions.  As with other methods that invite profound and deep sharing, designing enough time for participants to go into a depth of communication and also be able to come out of that - to transition back to the world outside the session room - is essential if you are to honor and respect what you are inviting. These methods work for small to very large groups, given the ability for each person in the room to hear the conversation.  Please feel free to ask me any questions or share any thoughts you have about these methods…

“Samoan” Circles

This method was originated by Lorenz (Larry) Aggens, founding member of The International Association for Public Participation.  See his article: “The Samoan Circle: A Small Group Process for Discussing Controversial Subjects.”  Its first formal use was at a meeting at Northeastern Illinois Planning Commission (Chicago, Illinois, USA).  In addition to Aggens’ article there is another description of the method at St. Luke’s Health Initiatives’ website: http://www.slhi.org/publications/tools/ACT-Samoan_Circle.pdf; Ron Kraybill also describes the method in his 2001 piece, “Facilitation skills for interpersonal transformation', in Berghof Center’s Handbook for Conflict Resolution.  The method is not necessarily named after anything Samoan, by the way, but was perhaps inspired by a colleague’s hearing of how an island tribal community handled controversial issues by encouraging sharing of thoughts about the issue at hand -- with the more interested individuals speaking from the center of the circle and less interested individuals witnessing in an outer circle, and discussion continuing until some resolution or organic stopping point was achieved.
Samoan Circle is a participant-led process where an outer circle of listener-observer-witnesses listens to 4 individuals seated in an inner circle.  In the basic method, the facilitator introduces the guidelines, timing and process, then steps back to join the seated outer circle.  This method was originally designed to help people share diverse viewpoints on controversial issues - I have also used it to help a group surface and share passionate, delicate and often emotion-laden experiences that may be challenging for all to articulate - to name those things everyone may feel but not have a chance to safely express.  In a Samoan Circle, one may participate by speaking…or by listening - it is not required that everyone speak, and each speaker comes into the center to share when they feel ready or comfortable.
Only those individuals seated in the center are allowed to speak; everyone else is invited to listen in silence.  In the basic method, the 4 chairs are empty until the first 4 volunteers step forward to share their thoughts.  I have used a variation where I have pre-invited 4 guests who feel very comfortable articulating their richly different viewpoints or experiences in front of a group to seed and start the process.  When introducing the process to participants it is useful to note that those in the center do not have to feel they must guide a conversation but to simply share their thoughts until they feel they are finished; then get up and join the outer circle of listeners.  Anyone in the outer circle is welcome to come sit in an empty chair to speak.
If you have several hours, in your opening mention that the process will continue “until we come to a natural end - where there are no more of you who feel the need to come to the center to add your thoughts.  Some of you may leave before the ending if you feel you have heard as much as you like or wish to go off to enjoy the evening; others may find you feel involved and engaged to stay the entire time.”  If you only have 1 or 2 hours, mention there is only this time span for what may be a very deep conversation that may indeed open up some emotions and concerns for some, as this is a complex and important issue.  “Realize that when this conversation closes, some of you may feel a bit unsettled because the purpose of this process is not to solve these issues, but to name them and share your diverse viewpoints and experiences.  However it is indeed the naming of these things that begins the process of understanding - this is a conversation that will continue long after our time together.” Note that towards the end of the hour you will return to the center to close the session.  Next, invite the first guests to begin.
At the end of the session you can say something like, “These are rich, complex and important experiences - and this is only the beginning.  Some of you may feel unsettled because this is only scratching the surface of what may be deep issues and emotions for you.  However, the important thing is that here, and now, together, we have begun the dialogue.  I encourage you to continue sharing your thoughts and experiences after we end today.  It can be difficult to transition from this collectively-held space of deep respect to the world outside that door. So I encourage you to take good long walks, to enjoy the air, give yourself some time before you come back into the next session at this conference [or whatever] -- take very good care of yourselves.  Look around this room - you have shared this experience with each other - so do look after each other as you transition out to the world.”

I have used this method to invite sharing among doctors and nurses who work inside prisons - to discuss what it is like to work in a randomly violent environment.  I have also experienced its use in an international peace conference bringing together peace workers who live and work in very high conflict zones around the world.  When used specifically for conflict transformation, this method is not intended to resolve conflict - although that might occur as people feel truly heard - however typically it is used to invite a rich exchange about an issue before other processes are used to continue group dialogue and interchange.  As mentioned by its originator, when there are issues of high conflict this method is only effective when the group has a collective interest in the value of hearing different opinions and a shared commitment to respecting each other.
Inquiry Circles

This method was originated by NCDD member Leilani Rashida Henry, Chief Excellence Officer, Being & Living Enterprises, LTD (www.beingandliving.com).  The following is adapted from her article, “Dialogue Inquiry Panel”, which mentions her innovation to the method of an inquiry circle process originating from the education and counseling fields in the United States in the 1960’s and 70’s as well as from the work of Glenna Gerard of the Dialogue Group, designer of an inquiry circle process introduced in the 1980’s.  Leilani first created this model during the summer of 2004 for the Colorado Peace and Social Justice retreat.   I experienced Leilani’s Inquiry Circles method when it was used for a plenary session at the 2004 National Coalition for Dialogue and Deliberation Conference. 
Instead of a presentation by a ‘panel of experts’ or thought leaders, this method has been used to share diverse ideas as a way to weave together thought and experience.  Leilani writes of using an Inquiry Circle “…to share individual perspectives…in the form of an open ended question[s].  Different perspectives, personalities, assumptions and positions quickly surface during the inquiry.  What is extremely useful is that the panel ends up reflecting deeply instead of debating with each other or advocating a certain point. The questions each of them asks, as they listen to the other leaders, provide new and rich material that the rest of the community can then turn to for smaller conversations. Rehearsal of this Dialogue Inquiry Panel is critical to the process… in order to [help the panelists] become familiar with this type of communication and presentation.  The rehearsal gives panel members the confidence that their viewpoints can come out, even if they are not making points directly, as they would if they were presenting or having a debate.”
She continues: “When used for a question-based panel, “…each panel member does a five minute presentation on their work, with no Q & A.  The facilitator begins the Inquiry Circle with the first open ended question, for example: ‘What is next for the Dialogue and Deliberation field to have a greater collective impact on the work of our time?’ Opened ended questions begin with phrases such as: I wonder what would be possible if....or how can we.....or what would happen if....?  The person next to him/her responds very briefly to the question with what came to their mind as they heard the question.  It may not be the answer or even a direct link to the question, it is simply a response to what came up for them as they listened to the question.  For example:  If the question is ‘I wonder what makes the sky blue?’ The correct answer would speak to the interplay of molecules, sunlight, moisture etc.  Basically, one would give the scientific answer.  However, rather than searching for the correct answer, a response would be ‘That reminds me of what keeps me living in Colorado, where the sun shines over 300 days per year.  It is very inspiring to live here.  I wonder what keeps people inspired when they experience rain most of the time, such as the pacific northwest coast?’ The next person responds to the question, allowing themselves time to breathe in the question, pondering what comes up for them as they reflect on that question.   Each person follows in that format, until the last person responds and then ends on an open ended question.  The advantage of responding vs. answering opens up the possibilities for learning to emerge, to use the part of the brain that ponders rather than finds the correct answer.  It also allows the circle to hear new thinking and experience.  It is important to note that as you ask the question, you are building collective intelligence for the whole group or community to ponder, rather than trying to “stump” the person next to you with a cool or difficult question.  The question is really asked to the circle, and the person next to you is simply a channel for that particular question.”
Community Inquiry: “After the panel, the rest of the community begins in circles or tables of up to 10, the first person starts with an open ended question.  It makes it simple to go around clockwise, until the last person responds and ends with an open ended question.” 
For more information regarding this method contact Leilani Rashida Henry at the website listed above.
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